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ABSTRACT
Bixler, Heather Ann Martin, DMA. The University of Memphis. December 2015.
Meeting At A Crossroad: Traditional Irish Music And Classical Music Taught In The
Same Space. Major Professor: Dr. Janet Page.
The introduction of traditional Irish music to this classical violinist set me on a
path of discovery that challenged my listening, my conception, and consequently my
performance of classical music. Convinced that this progress in my playing could perhaps
be useful to other violinists and musicians in general, I proposed a program for American
universities where traditional Irish music is taught alongside Western classical music. I
investigate techniques unique to the violin such as bow triplets and articulation, as well as
explore areas that apply to all musicians such as tonality/intonation, and improvisation.
The second chapter examines in detail the programs offered by three Irish Universities;
Acadamh Fódhla, University College Cork, and The World Academy of Irish Music and
Dance at the University of Limerick. Drawing from what these programs have to offer, I
propose a program in the United States with specific courses that would allow space for
exploration and experimentation for the purpose of the development of music. The next
two chapters are a detailed analysis of two major elements of Irish music that I believe
can have a positive impact on classical music. The third chapter is a detailed study of
Irish dance rhythms and the effect they could have on rhythm in classical music. For
example, it is my opinion that at times rhythm in classical music can take on an artificial,
metronomic quality that can have a stifling affect on music. Therefore, it may be
beneficial for the classical musician to understand and absorb the organic rhythms
fundamental to Irish music. Chapter four discusses the orality of Irish music and what it
could offer the literate world of the classical musician. By conducting interviews in
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Ireland with musicians who have played critical roles in the promotion and education of
traditional Irish music and by discussing compositions that utilize the language of Irish
music and classical music, I offer my contribution of a new approach to practicing, to
listening, to teaching, to performing, and to thinking about classical music drawn from
elements of traditional Irish music.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Ten years ago, while traveling in Scotland, I attended a traditional music event in
a local pub where several instrumentalists and singers met to play traditional Scottish
tunes together. I asked if I could join the group, even though as a classical musician I did
not know the tunes they were playing. The leader of this group of musicians and
storytellers eagerly responded that he would be happy to not only have me join in, but
also to perhaps hear me play some Bach. As I sat in this old, worn pub, enjoying a
steaming mug of black tea and freshly made soda bread, I took pleasure in the
atmosphere, rich with heartfelt enjoyment of sharing music, stories, and conversation.
Little did I know that I was experiencing an old Gaelic social custom called the seisiún,
and I left Scotland with a deep desire to learn more about the practice of playing “Celtic”
music as a social event, as well learning about the music itself. As one of the numerous
people in the United States who claims Irish heritage, I had always been drawn to Celtic
music. But after my experience in Scotland I now felt a distinct desire to find out more
about this music that stirred something in my blood.
When I returned home to New York City, I discovered a large, thriving
community of traditional musicians, and soon learned that the phrase “Celtic music” was
not an accurate term, nor was it used by any serious traditional musicians. The traditional
music of Ireland, Scotland, Cape Breton, and Breton is referred to by each country’s
name; music specifically from Ireland is called “Irish music,” etc. Furthermore, the music
of each of these countries is divided into stylistic subcategories depending on the area in
the country where the method of playing originated. In Ireland, Irish music is grouped by
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county: Tunes from Donegal, Clare, Sligo, Ulster, and Sliabh Luachra are played utilizing
unique and recognizable articulations and ornaments. Many of the tunes themselves are
identifiable by the county where they were composed.
With a newly discovered genre of music, a new vocabulary with which to talk
about it, and a new environment in which to learn to play it, I began to take lessons in
traditional Irish music, specifically Sligo-style fiddle. Since I had studied classical violin
my whole life, I assumed that learning Irish music would be quick and easy; as a
professional violinist, I would be able to play these apparently simple tunes. I was wrong:
these tunes were surprisingly complex, and I could not easily play them.
I found out that attendance at weekly seisiúns is a crucial part of Irish music
study, and consequently, I became an enthusiastic participant. A seisiún is formed by
players of different ages and playing levels sitting in circle formation to give an
impression of equality; all tunes can be shared and played on any level and everyone is
welcome. (The reality is that there is usually a leader of the seisiún and musicians vie for
seats close to the leader.) Someone begins a tune that is part of the Irish music repertoire,
and everyone who knows the tune joins in. Tunes are linked together in groups of three or
four, called sets, and these sets are either pre-determined or spontaneous, depending on
the preference of the initiator of the first tune. At first my repertoire was limited, and
since it only takes about five minutes to play through a set of tunes, I sat for long
stretches in the customary seisiún circle without playing, giving me the advantage of
listening and observing.
My attention was understandably drawn to the more adept players, and as I
watched them play it occurred to me that their physical approach to playing the violin
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was relaxed and absent of many of the physical problems with which classical string
players often grapple. Throughout my years of violin study I battled tension in my
playing, yet these Irish musicians had no tension when they played. I was painfully aware
that the thirteen-year-old boy sitting next to me, who grew up with this music, could
execute tunes with ease while I struggled to play them, the muscles of my arms, hands,
and back stiff with tightness. I knew that these fiddle players had never studied the
technique books of Schradieck or the scale system of Carl Flesch, yet they could play
reels and jigs at record speeds, spontaneously implementing bow triplets and ornaments
with a good sound, good intonation, and relaxed muscles. By contrast, I had encountered
many classical violinists who, in a professional situation, could not play a note if it was
not written down, and in spite of incorporating relaxation techniques into their practice
routines and experimenting with every shoulder rest and chin rest available, still did not
feel comfortable playing the violin because of tension in their thumbs, elbows, and
shoulders. What made this music so simple, enjoyable, and free from anxiety, yet with
enough technical difficulty that my Juilliard training did not assist in mastering it?
I originally desired to learn Irish music as a hobby. But when I began to look at
this music more seriously as I sought to answer my question about its complexity versus
simplicity, the more I studied it, the more I realized its value as a unique art form. I found
it frustrating when I told a fellow classical violinist that I was preparing for an Irish music
competition and her reply was, “How fun!” I could not explain to her how very difficult
playing Irish music really was, and that I was quite certain she would not have the same
response if she actually tried to play a reel or jig. On the other hand, it was gratifying to
introduce Irish music to excellent classical musicians who recognized its significance. On
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one occasion when I performed a slow air followed by a set of reels for a roomful of
classical musicians, one of the assistant concertmasters of the Metropolitan Opera
Orchestra came up to me afterwards to comment on my use of micro-tonality. I realized
that she was speaking about the pitches in between the half steps I utilized to enhance
both the slow air and the fast dance tunes. On another occasion, I was leading my own
seisiún and an accomplished classical pianist, who came to listen, observed that I
sounded like someone who had learned a second language and was speaking it with an
accent. I wanted to sound like a native.
In my pursuit of authenticity, I began with the analysis of Irish rhythms. Of all the
elements that make up a tune, I discovered that rhythm is predominant, even over the
melody, since it was originally used to accompany the dancing of jigs, reels, hornpipes,
slip jigs, slides, etc. Traditionally, these dance tunes were played by one solo instrument
or two melody instruments in unison, necessitating a strict rhythmic feel from within the
accompanying instrumentalists. I have come to understand the necessity of rhythm
originating within the musician regardless of the musical genre he or she is playing. This
requisite is most evident in classical orchestra auditions where there is no conductor or
outside rhythmic influences on which the player can depend. I wanted to master Irish
rhythms and internalize them; however, I could not understand the rhythms that I was
trying to play.
Consequently, I asked a friend of mine, a concert violinist, to accompany me to a
local pub where a seisiún was taking place and listen to the music that was being played
to tell me what she heard. When we arrived, the musicians were playing a jig, a standard
dance tune in 6/8 time. My friend listened for a while, and then made the observation that
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the rhythm she was hearing sounded very vertical. She went on to explain that in her
experience interpreters of classical music in a broad sense. work to create linear motion:
of six eighth notes in a measure, the third eighth note would be phrased with the fourth
and fifth eighth notes, and the sixth eighth note would then lead to the following first and
second eighth notes of the next measure to create forward motion, the first and fourth
notes in the measure being given the heaviest weight.

)

) ) .Yet what my friend

heard in the Irish jig was different: the third eighth note grouped with the first and second
eighth notes in the measure, and the sixth eighth note belonging to the fourth and fifth
eighth notes of the same measure

)

) .The meter in Irish music is different

than in classical music where, in general, the downbeat is the strongest followed by one
or two weak beats depending upon the time signature. Irish music is comprised of long
and short beats and these beats have specific articulation and direction, which I
discovered as I studied the playing of many well-known Irish musicians.
Listening to my friend’s observations, it occurred to me that the physical posture
of the traditional Irish dancers is also vertical; the dancer’s body is upright and rigid and
his arms are straight at his sides. The dancer jumps straight up from the floor, providing a
visual image that replicates the rhythm. (There is a form of Irish dancing that is not
performed in this strictly vertical position. However, stereotypical Irish dancing is—
ramrod straight posture, arms straight down at the sides, and all the action carried out by
the feet.) On the other hand, the articulation runs contrary to the meter by slurring notes
over the barline, always from a short beat into a long beat, creating a form of
syncopation, if syncopation is defined as meter contradicting rhythm .

My friend and I

continued to analyze the music being played, and it was this conversation at the Irish pub
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in the east village of Manhattan that was the catalyst for what eventually became my indepth study of the structure of Irish music from the viewpoint of a classical musician.
After identifying the metric organization of Irish rhythms, my next goal was to
learn to play them. However, the dance rhythms of the jig and reel were like nothing I
had ever encountered in classical music. Since it is not even possible to notate these
rhythms on paper, my first step was to stop relying on written music to learn tunes, and to
learn them the way all traditional musicians learn, by ear. Knowing about the oral
tradition of Irish music, but realizing how much more quickly I could simply read the
notes on a page, my method of learning a tune was to print out the music of a tune, play
through it reading the notes, and then memorize it. I knew it was “cheating” and that I
needed to break away from the written page. But I continued using notation as a crutch
and as a result, after several weeks of lessons, I had accumulated quite a large stack of
music. One afternoon, as I was preparing to drive to a musical engagement, I decided to
bring along my Irish music to practice in between the rehearsal and performance. My
arms were full of my violin, lunch, and concert clothes, and in order to free my hands to
open my car door, I set the stack of Irish music on the roof of my car. After settling all of
my belongings for my ride out of town, I drove away with the Irish music now no longer
on top of the car, but strewn all over the sidewalk and street. By the time I realized what I
had done, it was too late to salvage my sheets of music, and I decided that it was time to
become a serious Irish music student and learn this music by ear.
The first tune I chose to learn without music was Lads of Laois, and as I worked, I
became acutely aware that the part of my brain used for aural assimilation of music was
extremely underdeveloped. Written music was now an obstacle, and removing it changed
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the way I pictured the tune in my mind. Since my ear was now directly connected to the
notes that I was playing, the intervals of the melody became more important than the
notes. Rhythmically, I heard a different articulation, direction, and intonation for each
beat than I heard in classical music; the downbeat did not move downward as I had
always imagined it, nor did the upbeat feel like it was moving upward, and I could feel
the subdivisions of each beat very clearly.
To examine the individual characteristics of the beats more closely, I chose
recordings of great traditional fiddle players and digitally slowed them down by about
seventy percent so I could hear exactly how each note was played. Not only was the
articulation and direction of each beat in the measure more obvious to me, but also I
heard the slightly varied lengths of each note and how these different lengths were
grouped together to form a repeated pattern. As I listened, imitated, and absorbed these
new elements of rhythm into my Irish fiddle playing, I experienced rhythm as much more
than a one-dimensional click on a metronome; rhythm became multi-dimensional because
I heard each beat existing in its own plane and working with the other beats in its
measure to create length, breadth, and depth, while moving through time. The rhythmic
concept I now had in my mind could be illustrated by a mobile, a free-moving, hanging
sculpture, with strings hanging from a base. Attached to each string is a piece of glass, a
material that is hard, yet transparent. Not only is each piece of glass a different color and
shape, but each one also hangs at a different length from the base in its own plane.
Picturing several identical hanging mobiles, a pattern is created similar to the pattern
created by the individual beats grouped into measures in a jig or reel, even though when
notated, all the notes are written as even eighth notes.
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Executing equal notes in a specific pattern with unequal note lengths is not a new
concept. In fact it is very similar to the baroque performance practice called notes
inégales where notes are written evenly, but are intended to be played with uneven
duration as “a way of gracing or enlivening passage-work or diminutions in vocal or
instrumental music to add beauty or interest to a passage which otherwise would be
plain.”1 Frederick Neumann, an established authority on performance problems of the
baroque era, states,
These rhythmic alterations of short-long and long-short execution were a form of
simple ornamentation, simpler by far than the extravagant luxuriance of the
diminutions. No new notes were added, and the purpose was simply to give more
grace and elegance to a melody by changing a plain and square rhythmic pattern
into a lilting and more varied one.2

In the late sixteenth century in France, notes inégales began to play a significant
part in performance, as is evident by the numerous music theory and performance
treatises from France on the topic. As the concept continued to develop through the late
seventeenth century and up to the French Revolution, the accepted rule was that notes
inégales applied to all stepwise-moving notes of the most common smallest division,
whether in duple or triple meter.
Mechanical musical instruments built to play seventeenth and eighteenth century
music have documented this rhythmic system that is so similar to the swing in Irish
music. In Mechanical Musical Instruments as a Source for the Study of Notes Inégales,
David Fuller describes studying the cylinders of these machines and how he literally

1

David Fuller, The New Grove Dictionary of Music, 2nd ed., s.v. “Notes Inégales.”

Frederick Neumann, “The French ‘Inégales’, Quartz and Bach,” Journal of the
American Musicological Society 18, no. 3 (1965): 317.
2
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measured the pins of the revolving cylinder to see if the unequal distances between
successive notes strung together were intentional or not. He discovered that duple eighths
were in fact unequal in a ratio of 2:1,3 while in other passages the ratios varied depending
on the composer and the musical machine used to capture the music. One of the
instruments that Fuller studied was made by Dumont-Parizot around 1830 and plays
Mozart’s overture to The Marriage of Figaro “as seen through the provincial French eyes
of the early romantic period”;4 in other words, with notes inégales. I had always played
the eighth notes in the beginning of Mozart’s overture evenly because the eighth notes are
written evenly. But, according to David Fuller, the creator of this music box in 1830
either believed that Mozart really meant for the opening of his overture to be swung, or
else he was following someone’s orders in the construction of the instrument. In any case,
anyone listening to Dumont-Parizot’s music box would have heard Mozart’s overture
with notes inégales.5
The question of whether or not the French practice of unequally played notes
extended past the borders of France to the music of composers such as J. S. Bach became
a subject of fierce debate among musicologists largely because of a single passage in
Johann Joachim Quantz’s famous treatise, Versuch einer Anweisung die Flöte traversiere
zu spielen, a discourse on flute playing and a valuable source regarding performance
practice in the eighteenth century. Quartz endorses the French approach of rhythmic
alterations in different patterns of long-short and short-long, where the principal notes are
3

David Fuller, Mechanical Musical Instruments as a Source for the Study of Notes
Inégales (Cleveland Heights: Division, 1979), 16.
4

Ibid.

5

Ibid., 20.
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held longer and the passing tones are shortened. In spite of the opposing school of
thought (outside of the French practice) that even-note playing was the standard unless
dotted rhythms were explicitly notated in the score,6 I was excited by the idea that Bach
possibly intended his eighth notes to be swung, since I sometimes found modern
performance of Bach to be rhythmically artificially metronomic, resulting in
uninteresting performances. As a musician who plays baroque music with a modern
violin, I have observed the shifting trends over the years of acceptable interpretation of
Bach on these modern instruments. I have always been eager to find new ways to play
familiar pieces and to resist clichés when studying music. For this reason, the concept of
rhythmic alterations similar to the swung rhythm in Irish music not only aided in the
dance rhythms, but provided me with a new concept to pursue; I could apply the rules of
rhythmic swing of Irish music to movements with dance rhythms in solo violin sonatas
by Bach. But first I needed to understand how the swing in Irish rhythms worked.
Unequal notes in Irish music provide a rhythmic pattern or groove that creates a
feeling of dancing or foot-tapping on the part of listeners. As I studied the articulation of
the rhythm by listening to slowed-down versions of Irish fiddle players in order to hear
their use of unequal notes more clearly, I was struck by two things: the amount of swing
was different for every performer as though he or she was choosing a unique ratio when
playing the notes unequally; and that when listening to tunes played up to tempo, the
phrases sounded as though the notes were being played evenly, the inequality of length
becoming imperceptible. In other words, two performers, one playing perfectly even
6

Stephen E. Hefling, Rhythmic Alteration in Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century Music
(New York: Schirmer Books, 1993), 97.
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eighth notes at a fast tempo and one playing swung eighth notes at a fast tempo, will both
sound even. However, there would be an enormous difference in the feel of the two
performances; the swung performance would feel more natural and energetic, prompting
a physical response from the listener, whereas the straight eighth note version would not.
If Bach wrote compositions where the beats were divided into three parts (such as
is the case in an Irish jig) and called them gigues, he could have conceivably meant for
them to be played with unequal notes, or to be swung. What if I applied the Irish jig
rhythm to Bach’s gigue? I set about to write an Irish jig that fit harmonically with the
Gigue movement of Bach’s partita in E major. When the two were played together, the
gigue sounded more dance-like and lively than that to which I had become accustomed to
hearing. The jig I composed was too slow to be a real Irish jig and the harmony did not
sound Irish. But I felt like I was on a path of discovery that I wanted to pursue further.
Could this idea of rhythmic patterns created by different articulations and different note
lengths could be applied to compositions beyond music of the Baroque era? Could varied
lengths of long and short be applied not just to notes, but to rests as well?
As I was working to understand Irish rhythms, I also was hearing percussive
sounds that were a part of the reels and jigs. I identified the percussive sounds as an
ornament referred to as bow triplets by traditional musicians, and created by adding an
extra note to two eighth notes, so the all three notes take up the space of one beat, and are
played with an uneven rhythm of long-short-medium long, a microcosm of the rhythm of
each group of three eighth notes in the jig rhythm. Fiddle players execute the triplet with
such a small amount of bow so that the arm does not move; only the wrist and joints of
the bow hand and fingers are used. Bow triplets are to be inserted spontaneously as an
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improvised ornament and can be played many different ways: one note played three times
with the bow pressed so closely to the string that there is no discernible pitch; three
consecutive notes played very melodically; and every possibility in between.
The Irish bow triplet was familiar to me because it is similar to a bow technique in
classical violin called collé. Meaning “stuck,” or “glued,” the stroke begins from a
heavily weighted bow resting motionless on the string that is then drawn using only the
fingers, providing a highly articulated sound that adds to the rhythm of the music. The
motion that produces collé is the beginning of the short, highly-accented bow stroke
found in the hooked bowing of the first violin part of the second movement of
Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9 (Figure 1), the first movement of Beethoven Symphony
No. 7 (Figure 2), and the third movement of Sibelius’s Violin Concerto (Figure 3).

Figure 1: Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony No. 9, Op. 125, Molto vivace, violin I
part, mm. 293-341, Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, [1865]; reprint, Miami: Edwin
Kalmus and Co., n.d.
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Figure 2: Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony No. 7, Op. 92, Poco sostenuto-Vivace,
violin I part, mm. 181-217, Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, [1865]; reprint, Miami: Edwin
Kalmus and Co., n.d.

Figure 2: Jean Sibelius, Violin Concerto in D minor, Op. 47, Allegro, ma non troppo,
solo violin part, mm 5-22. New York: International Music Company
,

In the past I found these passages difficult to play because multiple lines of

repeated strokes that use such little bow created too much tension in my muscles,
resulting in stiffness in my bow arm. However, after working on the Irish bow triplet, I
found that I could play the classical music passages much more easily without tension, as
well as playing up-bow and down-bow staccato, another bow technique that requires
short strokes pressed into the string. I was curious why I was able to learn the hooked
bow stroke more easily in the context of playing Irish music than I had in my classical
technique exercise books.
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The Irish bow triplet is always played with a specific, uneven rhythmic pattern
which may have contributed to an effortless assimilation into my playing. Additionally,
bow triplets are always learned in the context of a tune, and I knew that solving technical
problems with a musical solution was a more effective learning method than isolating the
technically difficult passage from the music. Furthermore, since bow triplets are
improvised, they can begin either up or down bow, with or without a string crossing, on
any beat in a measure, and on any note, and all without losing the rhythmic groove.
Learning to play collé and other classical bow strokes using this more naturally
assimilated framework could result in a more fluent and relaxed bow arm. I was curious
to see the result if I taught a student the collé stroke, but in the context of Irish music
because I believed that I could save students the time and difficulty that it took me to
learn this bow technique.
All aspects of music are inter-related: intonation affects sound; articulation and
sound affect rhythm; stylistic phrasing affects rhythm and sound, which in turn affects
intonation. I was taught as a young violinist that intonation was precise, that there was
only one spot on the string where a note was in tune. As I matured as a violinist, I learned
that there were instances where intonation was not set in stone, and I had choices of
playing lower or higher versions of certain notes in order to create different musical
characters that had the potential to elicit different emotions from the listener. As I learned
Irish music, I found that musicians with good intonation also heard and used the pitches
of a scale to affect the emotional impact of a performance. However, the range of pitch
choices was a good deal wider than the range acceptable in classical music, and the way
intonation was used in Irish music seemed much more dramatic. Not only was the
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traditional practice of sliding into a note used as an ornament at the discretion of the
performer, but certain pitches in the melody changed during the length of a note,
especially the third and seventh degrees of the scale where it was not always clear to me
whether these notes were lowered, raised or in their natural state.
The scales upon which Irish music is based are not necessarily the scales that are
used in Western music. Dr. Richard Henebry, a professor of Irish literature at University
College Cork claimed that the Irish scale, if compared alongside the western scale of
equally tempered pitches, some notes would match and others would not. If, where the
two did not match, the Irish pitch was replaced with the closest western pitch, the
resulting scale would be an inaccurate string of notes that was out of tune for the Irish
musician. For this reason, and because some of the pitches lie in between the tones that
are playable on a piano, the pitches in the Irish scale have not yet been specified or
included in music theory.7 My observation of the Irish scale is as follows: the first note of
the scale, or the tonic, is a stable pitch and is the beginning point and, many times, the
final resting place of a melody; the second scale degree functions as part of the dominant
chord or as a passing tone; and the sixth scale degree, or sub-mediant is often avoided.
Although the fourth scale degree is used more frequently than the fifth, both pitches serve
cadential function and lead to the tonic. The third note in the scale, the most ambiguous,
could begin as a lowered note that quickly moved up half a step, blurring the difference
between major and minor keys, or dorian and mixolydian modes. In other words, in a D
major scale, for example, the Irish musician might play all the F#s as F , and slide up to

Robin Moore, “The Decline of Improvisation in Western Art Music: An Interpretation
of Change,” International Review of the Aesthetic and Sociology of Music 23, no. 1 (1992): 6184.
7
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the F# over the duration of the note, even if the tempo is quick and the note does not last
long. The same is true for the seventh note of the scale, which is often lowered and/or
equally vague, almost never functioning as a leading tone.
Because there was so much freedom with the pitches of the third and seventh
notes, I explored the range that these notes occupy by finding, playing, and then hearing
the micro-tones, especially the quarter tones within the notes’ parameters. As I
experimented with these unfamiliar pitches, the minor or major second interval between
each note seemed much larger to me than they had before, making it easier to examine
the space more thoroughly. Within each interval widened by my micro-tone study, I
found that I had a choice of where I placed certain pitches, and each choice of pitch
carried its own expressive sensation; i.e. if I played a note on its low end, it changed the
emotional impact of the phrase. For example, in a major chord, if the third scale degree is
on the high side, the chord sounds brighter and my emotional response to it will be
feelings of joy and triumph. If the middle pitch is slightly lower, the chord will sound
slightly subdued, and my emotional response might be feelings of wistfulness or
nostalgia. As I experimented with the microtonal variations of pitch, I also noticed that I
now had more physical control over the pitches on my violin, therefore better intonation.
Finally, improvisation is an essential element of Irish music that gives complexity
to otherwise relatively simple melodies. In Irish music, improvisation is similar to
baroque improvisation where harmony and basic rhythm remain the same while the notes
of the melody are slightly varied and highly ornamented. There was a time when
improvisation was an essential component of performance in classical music. Well into
the nineteenth century, improvisation remained an indispensible ability for most
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professional musicians. Currently, however, improvisation is associated primarily with
jazz, and/or with historically informed performance, and unless a musician actively seeks
to learn improvisation, it is not taught as part of a musician’s education. In fact, any
deviation by a performer from the written music is considered to be wrong. Even
cadenzas, created to be a platform for virtuosic improvisation in the middle of a concerto,
are composed, practiced, and executed as accurately as possible, instead of a living
process in which to express thoughts and feelings.
Miles Davis, the jazz history-changing trumpet player, once said, “Composing
will always be a memory of inspiration; improvising is live inspiration, something
happening at that very moment.”8 The very nature of Irish music is improvisatory. The
basic structure of an Irish melody is designed for improvisation by repeating phrases
multiple times so that with each repetition, the player has the opportunity to play the
section differently in real time. In addition, the aural transmission of the tunes facilitates
the freedom necessary to both master a currently existing inventory of ornaments that
have been in use for over one hundred years, and to further develop improvisational
possibilities that have recently been discovered. Miles Davis also said that when
improvising, do not fear mistakes, because there are none.9
In Irish music, improvisation is not only accomplished with the implementation of
ornaments, but also by spontaneously combining different tunes together into sets, Some
tunes are written so that the last note is not necessarily the tonic, creating a circular
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quality that allows one tune to move easily to another.10 The player chooses a new tune
while playing the previous one in order to produce a seamless segue. It is the combination
of a complete set of three or four tunes that creates variety and, if the new tune is in a
different key than the previous one, modulation. Within each tune, the phrases are
constructed of question-and-answer sub-phrases, linked together to create sections that
are repeated. The whole tune made up of all the sections, is then repeated three or four
times before introducing the next tune in the set. Sidney Finkelstein, renowned critic of
music, literature, and the arts from the 1940s, describes the structure of the antecedent
and consequent phrases of folk music which describe most Irish melodies.
With the simplest pattern of two contrasting musical phrases, one answering or
acting as a refrain to the repetitions of the other, we have a song coming to life,
The two phrases are organically locked together, like the up and down swing of a
paddle or axe, or the movement to the left of a dancer’s body in opposition to the
movement to the right of the foot and hand. The unity of opposites, in the
statement and answer of musical phrase, the variation and refrain, the voice of the
individual and the response of the group, is the heart of melody. In fact, if we call
these very short musical phrases ... embodying one direction of movement,
“motifs,” rather than melodies, we can say that when a pattern is created which
has two opposing motifs in it, a melody is born, like a piece of living musical
tissue, or a living cell, All melody has this opposition “built in.” And to carry the
analogy to a cell further, it is capable of infinite development.11
If it is true that a good composition balances the predictable with the
unpredictable, then repetition in Irish music provides the player opportunities to ornament
the same melody in different ways. The complexity in Irish music comes from these
spontaneous ornaments and variations in the repeated phrases. Finkelstein continues by
describing how the melody uses repetition.
10

Breandán Breathnach, Folk Music and Dances of Ireland (Dublin: The Mercier Press
Limited, 1971), 9.
11

Sydney Finkelstein, Composer And Nation: The Folk Heritage of Music (New York:
International Publishers Co., Inc., 1960), 22.

18

Basic to all musical construction is the fact that variations, evoking a feeling of
sameness and difference at the same time, and the repetition at key moments of
what has been heard before, have a cumulatively powerful psychological effect,
as if the music had captured the mind and were imparting to the mind its own
life.12
Is it that the repetition of Irish music requires improvisation to keep it interesting,
or that improvisation demands repetition as a platform for execution? Either way,
repetition with spontaneous variations creates a rhythm of its own that is actually
demonstrated in a more profound way in human existence, and when music and its makeup reflect principles of life, music becomes accessible and relevant to all people. C. S.
Lewis, the literary critic, essayist, and Christian apologist describes this relevant type of
repetition as created for the benefit of human life in The Screwtape Letters.
Humans live in time, and experience reality successively. To experience much of
it, therefore, they must experience many different things; in other words, they
must experience change. And since they need change ... He has balanced the love
of change in them by a love of permanence. He has contrived to gratify both tastes
together in the very world He has made, by that union of change and permanence
which we call Rhythm. He gives them the seasons, each season different yet every
year the same, so that spring is always felt as a novelty yet always as the
recurrence of an immemorial theme. 13
The larger sense of rhythm by repetition provides the predictable in music, and
the ornaments and spontaneous variations through improvisation provide the
unpredictable, and the two operate in perfect balance with each other, depending upon the
ability of the musician to compose on the spot. To improvise well, the player must know
his or her instrument so well that, in the case of playing a string instrument for example, a
shift, arpeggio, or double stop can be executed both in rhythm and in tune, without the
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musician having had an opportunity to practice that particular shift or passage
beforehand. The obvious benefits to possessing this skill as a classical musician are
invaluable, for spontaneity is especially needed in classical music, and the ability to
improvise is a means to that end.
All of the components of Irish music that I was learning were slowly working
their way into my classical playing in a positive way. Rhythm and intonation felt more
organic than in the past, a welcome change from what had unintentionally become
manufactured. Playing music, all music, felt natural and exciting, which is how music is
supposed to be. Since, I often found classical performances uninteresting when running
eighth notes were played with identical note lengths and identical articulation for every
note, as a modern interpreter of Bach, I considered the possibility that perhaps Bach
intended his gigue movements to be played with a similar rhythm to an Irish jig, or at
least with some ratio, however subtle, of notes inégale. Perhaps a new approach to
teaching bow technique, in the context of the musical phrases of Irish music would be
more easily grasped by students who struggle with conventional methods that may have
lost their effectiveness. Could students be encouraged toward more specific intonation by
introducing the micro-tones of Irish music? What would be the result if all musicians had
the ability to improvise? I believed that the answers to these questions and others could
be the emergence of a new identification with and relevance of classical music for both
performers and, consequently, listeners.
Performers have an obligation to relate to the music they are playing, and in some
cases, the search for relevance in classical music has taken a musician beyond its borders.
Pursuing music beyond classical music has been of interest to composers even before

20

Bartók famously took his phonograph to peasants around Hungary and recorded folk
music that he later incorporated into his own compositions, for even Bach used secular
songs as the melodic material for his sacred cantatas. Modern musicians have been fusing
different genres together for years in an attempt to create something unique and, I
believe, something to which they can relate. The array of classical soloists who release
heavy-metal inspired recordings on an electric violin, or cellists who find their true voice
in playing arrangements of Led Zeppelin’s classic “Kashmir” are numerous.
In spite of these efforts, the irrelevance of classical music to our modern
American society is increasingly evident, with declining classical music audiences and
many major orchestras declaring bankruptcy over the past twenty years. Even the most
accomplished musicians are not known or appreciated by the general public, as classical
music continues to have a reputation of being “high-brow.”14 Classical music performers
struggle for survival in a society where the average person is inundated with rapidly
changing visual and aural stimulation on a constant, daily basis. Information,
entertainment, etc. is at everyone’s fingertips at any given moment. When the average
length of a piece of music on the nearest digital device is three minutes, who has patience
to listen to a slow movement of a Brahms Sonata unfold?
Perhaps the problem of decreased interest in classical music in the United States
is not only lack of an educated or engaged public, but also a problem in some
performances of the music itself. Undoubtedly there are phenomenal musicians today
who will fill a concert hall. But for the struggling orchestras, instead of using gimmicks
to lure audiences to their concerts, I propose a possible alternative solution to reaching a
14
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greater audience in the form of a new approach to learning and performing music; an
organic, relevant one, using elements of Irish music.
If a student practices the same exercises every day the same way, he can
sometimes stop learning from them. Musicians who study an instrument need to
challenge their ears, muscles, and brain in different ways to continue to improve. I
believe that applying elements of Irish music to classical music study can accomplish the
task of solving some technical performance problems, in addition to making music more
understandable to the performers, which in turn makes for a convincing performance and
a more engaged audience. A program at the university level where a student can earn a
performance degree in either Irish music or classical music, and where the intentional
intersection of these courses of study in both genres is pursued would give music the
environment for necessary progress.
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CHAPTER 2
IRISH MUSIC PROGRAMS AS MODELS FOR THE AMERICAN UNIVERSITY
Since the necessary information for writing a proposal for the degree program I
envisioned could not actually be found in a library, I spent two weeks in Ireland
conducting interviews with highly respected leaders in Irish music. During one of my
interviews with a musician named Peadar Ó Riada,1 I asked him if he saw any value in
bringing Irish music into the university. His response was one of surprise, as he asked me
why I would ask such a question. He then warned that he had to be very cautious in his
response because he didn’t want it construed in the wrong way. He told me that he loves
the whole concept of the university, and stated that it was originally an Irish concept one
thousand to fifteen hundred years ago. He gave the example of monasteries where
students learned by apprenticeship and moved from one master to another after they
learned all they could from the first master. Quin Abbey, a Franciscan friary that was
established in 1433, is an example of one such early educational institution.2
In the remainder of this chapter I will look at three Irish universities; Acadamh
Fódhla, University College Cork, and the World Academy of Irish Music and Dance at
the University of Limerick. I will discuss the program at the University of Limerick in the
greatest detail, having spent a week on the campus interviewing students, teachers, and
administration, and observing rehearsals and classes. Finally, I will use what I have
learned from these institutions to provide the basic structure for a course of study in the
United States where a music program could be expanded to include Irish music, and
1
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eventually other genres of music, and where space can be created for these art forms to
intentionally engage with one another in pursuit of musical development.
Acadamh Fódhla
Peadar’s belief in the university inspired him to establish a university in West
Cork in 2001 called Acadamh Fódhla, in conjunction with a Millennium Project. In this
university there are four schools. He described these schools to me during his interview at
his home in Cúil Aodha, Ireland.
The first school we started was Amhrannaiocht, or what people would call Seannós ... We have two rules only. Every school meets every week for two or three
hours. Everyone has their own little project they are working on, but they meet up
once a week. The rules are the same everywhere. We start with a little verse to
remind us of who we are and that we must be obedient, that we study things
through, and that there are two sides to a door. So the verse we say in the school
of Sean Nós. For example, we say:

Mise scoláire léinn is eagna Sean-nós mo
shlí.
Is í an ceol mo bhachall,
Is é an mheadaracht mo shlat.
Gach Focal ‘na choiligh sheasamh.
Gach scéal go h-eiribeal siar.
Mór mo ghrádha do nithe ársa.
Árd mo mheas ar aois agus críonnacht.
Géar mo radharc ar sruth an ama.
Mín mo mheilt ar nithe nua.
Dia im chumadach faoi bhrat na fírinne.
Umhal mo mhian faoi smacht mo chéird is
dámh.

I am the scholar of education and wisdom,
the old ways are my path.
Melody is my yardstick, my meter
(measure),
and the meter (of my music) is my rod or
switch.
Every word proud standing like a cock.
Every story to its very last word.
Great is my love for all things.
Great is my respect for age and wisdom.
Sharp is my watch on the flow of time.
Fine is my grinding or my working of new
things.
God steer me through the cloak of truth.
Be I humble, my urges, my needs be
humble under the control of my craft and
my school.

So therefore we study everything in those terms and the two sides of the door that
we study Sean-nós is melody and meter. So, for example, in the school of energy
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the two things are flow and strength. So the energy school looks at spiritual
energy, creative energy, electrical energy, mechanical energy, all kinds, any form
of energy because they all have the same rules really; it’s flow and strength.3
Peadar’s university promotes an entirely divergent concept from the conventional
university. In his view of the latter, higher education is about dissertations and grades,
and everything is related to books. He pointed out to me that he loves books as he
gestured to the multitude of books spilling out on all the bookshelves that covered
every inch of wall space in his study where I was conducting the interview. He
continued:
But books are ... kind of locking up stuff from the university’s point of view, they
are locking stuff into them, whereas our idea would be that they are stones in the
river to cross the river, you know? That each one in themselves is not important.
But their content is important. But they are only an aid to get further along across
the stream of consciousness, across the river. So when you talk about studying
Irish music in university, I wouldn’t do it if I was in charge myself. I wouldn’t do
it the way it is done.4
Peadar’s alternative concept of university began to be developed in 1976 when he
finished his qualifications at University College Cork. His external examiner that year
had started a new program teaching ethnomusicology, which was an unknown discipline
at that time. The Jaap Kunst Institute in The Netherlands had only been open a year or
two, and the extern wanted Peadar to consider doing post-graduate work there in this
recently created field. Peadar’s mother was dying of cancer and he was reluctant to leave
her, so he told the extern that he did not think he would go. The next morning, the extern
drove out to Peadar’s house in west Cork. Peadar’s mother was lying out in the garden
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enjoying the sun, and the extern asked her to persuade Peadar to go to Holland. Peadar
recalls,
I had twenty-four hours to think about it and I decided, no, I would stay in the
mountains. It was the best decision I ever made. Because I would have gone and I
would have become part of the evolving science that was ethnomusicology which
is now become kind of mainstream in all the music departments and ... bad as my
ego is now, it would be unbearable. It would be absolutely insufferable if I had
gone through that road, because one of the great thing about staying here is that I
was kept in my place, which is appropriate, because it keeps your mind working.5
University College Cork
Fifty-nine kilometers from Peadar’s house in Cúil lies Cork City, home to
University College Cork. Mel Mercier is a Senior Lecturer in Music, the program
coordinator of the Master of Arts degree in ethnomusicology, and Professor of Music at
UCC, which offers a degree program in traditional Irish music as well as degrees in
classical music. I talked to him about the inclusion of traditional Irish music in the
university setting from the point of view of an ethnomusicologist, educator, and
traditional bodhran and bones player. I asked him what effect the university has on
traditional Irish music; how is traditional Irish music changed or challenged by inclusion
in the university? He first described how Irish music was being taught in the university in
Cork, and then discussed what has changed in Irish music because of the university.
I would say that in general, the relationship to and its engagement with traditional
music, that the university it is still finding its way. I would say that for the most
part that the engagement with traditional music in the university context has not
been as inventive or as exciting as it might yet be. A lot of the service to
traditional music, a lot of the delivery is based on models that would follow a
standard model for teaching music; so, a bit of history, a bit of theory, a bit of
practice, and some analysis in there under theory. To some degree, what has also
started to come in a little bit more, is composition. And then there will also be in
some places then, an acknowledgement that in the world of traditional music,
beyond the university, there are other things happening. For example, there is
5
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more of the blurring of the lines between popular music, classical music, and
traditional music. There is an energy of collaboration among musicians in Ireland
that is unprecedented. So there are, in the area of new classical music or new
music, people, contemporary music people, who are interested in working with
traditional musicians, and vice versa.6
Mercier believes that in Ireland, the university recognizes this collaboration and at
least attempts to allow the creative space necessary for this intersection to be available to
students. He went on to explain that because of this creative space, it is now possible for
any young traditional musician to aspire to a degree in music, or a post-graduate degree
(what in North America would be called a graduate degree), not just as an analyst or a
writer about music, but also as a practicing musician.
Mercier continued by explaining that one of the recent intriguing developments
supported by the university, although still in its infancy, is the idea of Arts Practice
Research where the research is not all literature-based, but where practice is a form of
research. Practice is used to ask questions, to interrogate, to discover, sometimes to look
inward as a kind of auto-ethnographic work of the performer; praxis versus theory. I
asked Mel to clarify what practice as research really means. Is it how a performer would
respond to a piece of music he or she is playing? He answered,
Possibly that, or ... looking at your own biography to see what may be active and
working its way out through your music, or shaping your musical practice,
limiting it, or whatever. But also even more than that, that you would understand
through yourself your relationship with your musical background, or more widely
with the tradition. So you put yourself at the center of the research. So that’s an
interesting, quite a recent development.7
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Whether or not the university can play a more significant role in Irish music, or
make more of an impact on it than Irish music outside of the university is a challenge. Dr.
Mercier pointed out that even with Irish music healthier and more vibrant than it has ever
been in Ireland, he still encounters traditional musicians who scoff at the idea of Irish
music in the university setting with comments such as, “So you have to go to university
now and have a degree to play traditional music?” In reality, the continuation of
traditional Irish music is not dependent on the involvement of the university, a fact that
Mercier feels is understood by the academic administration of which he is a part. For
generations, Irish music was the music of the people, played in the pubs and streets, and
it will continue to function as such. In the middle of the twentieth century Irish music was
brought to the concert stage,8 and now has found its way into the university degree
programs in Ireland. Mel Mercier sees that as a fantastic opportunity because the
university can engage with traditional music and traditional musicians, and then search
for ways to contribute to both the music and the musicians. In fact, he believes that it is
contributing already, although the extent of the engagement has not yet been seen. More
imagination, according to Mercier, is needed to realize the scope of possibilities for
interaction between the university and traditional Irish music.
Many positive things have happened since the university began to open its doors
to traditional musicians. Most young people today who go to study music are already bimusical; they are already playing or listening to at least two kinds of music, and most of
them many more kinds of music. It has not always been that way. Mercier pointed out
that it used to be, and certainly still is true in some institutions, that if you attended a
8
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university to study music, you had to leave some part of your musical identity outside of
the door.
That’s very damaging on a human level. It’s really, really damaging. Now
increasingly, there are places to where you can bring the full extent of your
musical identity, which when it is in formation is a very critical time; not the time
to be telling someone you can’t do this, or you have to leave that outside, exactly
not the time. Increasingly, the educational system is embracing that, which is a
profoundly positive thing I would say, even if it is only fixing something that was
terribly wrong for an awfully long time. So now the traditional musicians are in
the door, yes? But to honest, I wouldn’t make any distinction between the
traditional musicians, and the popular musicians in this regard, and people who
have never quite fit into the mold of classical musician. And neither do I leave the
classical musician out of it. Although the collaboration between these different
genres needs more time to mature and to develop, the university has made a really
significant contribution in terms of embracing traditional music and bringing it
into the academy. The person who did the ground-breaking work on that is
Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin at UCC. And since then it’s been a journey of a kind
discovery.9
The World Academy of Irish Music and Dance, University of Limerick
In 1994, Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin founded the Irish World Academy of Music and
Dance at the University of Limerick. Initially, the purpose of the program was research
and exploration in Irish and Irish-related music. One year later, in 1995, Ó Súilleabháin
relocated the Irish Chamber Orchestra to the University of Limerick from Dublin with
support from the Irish Arts Council. Since a setting where classical music and traditional
Irish music are taught in close proximity to one another would serve as my model for a
program that could be realized in the United States, I went to the campus of World
Academy of Music and Dance at the University of Limerick to determine the origin of
the program through an interview with Mícheál and the program’s director, Dr. Sandra
Joyce, and to observe the structure of the Academy—how it is different and similar to
traditional degree programs in the United States.
9
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The day I arrived, I parked on the main campus and was directed to walk over a
long bridge that crosses the Shannon River to the area that houses the World Academy
building and the Irish Chamber Orchestra building. The bridge is worth mentioning
because it supports the philosophical approach to education of the university. An
Droichead Beo, or The Living Bridge consists of seven fifty-meter spans linked together
by piers that create four platforms of refuge for walkers. The platforms are designed to
accommodate social gatherings, informal teaching sessions, and music and dance
performances, as well as other cultural activities. The creators of the bridge describe it in
this way:
The bridge alternates between rhythms of bridge and island, with lightweight
bridge structures joining to more solid pier locations. The architects designed the
bridge to move in a beautiful flowing line across the Shannon, mirroring the river.
The design conveys the sense of a series of bridges leaping from pier to pier, each
supported by one of the existing islands in the riverbed. This gives the traveler the
sense that they are crossing the river on stepping stones.10
The stepping stones of the Living Bridge echoed Peadar Ó Riada’s metaphor
describing his philosophy of a university in which books were stepping stones to cross
the river of consciousness. 11 Amidst the group of buildings at the end of the Living
Bridge, in addition to the World Academy building and the Irish Chamber Orchestra, is a
building called the Pavilion, a place where students meet for coffee, tea, and scones and
other pastries, and at this place is where I met Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin.
I asked Mícheál what the impetus was for bringing Irish music into the university.
He answered that after the founding of the Irish Free State in the early 1920’s, the Cork

“The Pedestrian Living Bridge,” University of Limerick Foundation, accessed on April
25, 2015, http://www.ulfoundation.com/projects/the-pedestrian-living-bridge/.
10

11

Ó Riada, interview.

30

Corporation Lectureship and University College Dublin both set up programs with Irish
music at their schools. At University College Cork, the initiative started with the
employment of Dr. Anne Patterson, who was followed by Carl Hardebeck, and then by
Seán Neeson. Around 1963 the position was subsumed into a full-time Music
Lectureship, and the position was given to Seán Ó Riada. At the time of his premature
death in 1971, the position was a part-time post and was given to Dr. Tomás Ó Canainn,
who at that time was a Senior Lecturer in the UCC department of Engineering. The
position was re-advertised in 1974-75 as a full-time post, but this time at a Junior
Lecturer level (Ó Riada’s position had been at a Senior Lecturer level) and he, (Mícheál
Ó Súilleabháin) won the job.
What Mícheál inherited from Seán Ó Riada was a series of courses on various
aspects of Irish traditional music. He immediately began to develop them into four yearlong courses across the four years of the music degree: Introduction to Irish Traditional
Music; the Irish Dance Music Tradition; the Irish Harp Tradition; the Irish Song
Tradition. Mícheál explained the moment when traditional music went from being
courses to being a performance degree:
A more radical development occurred c.1981 when the Entrance Examination
regulations were altered to encourage traditional musicians to apply for entry to
the degree program. This was the start of a process of “parity of esteem” that saw
UCC take the lead position in the integration not just of Irish traditional music
studies within the curriculum but—in my opinion—much more importantly, the
introduction of Irish traditional musicians to the music degree student population.
Up to then any traditional musicians on the campus were most likely studying
medicine, arts, engineering or whatever. All avenues were open to them—except
music!12
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This development occurred initially at the undergraduate level but spread to postgraduate levels in the mid to late 1980’s. Several MA degrees were awarded to traditional
musicians, and then the energy spread to doctoral studies. In 1994, Mícheál moved to the
University of Limerick and set up a Graduate Center with both Irish traditional music and
Irish Traditional Dance as central parts of the offering. Nine one-year Master’s programs
were established to service the doctoral programs. Ethnomusicology and ethnochoreology
were two of the MA programs introduced alongside MA programs in Irish traditional
music performance and Irish traditional dance performance. Music Education,
Community Music, Music Therapy, Classical String Performance (in the context of the
residency of the Irish Chamber Orchestra), and Chant and Ritual Song were added.
Since 1995, the Irish World Academy has expanded to include nineteen degree
programs that are equally music and dance. Undergraduate courses in addition to PhD
programs in performance, research, and education are offered, along with Master of Arts
degree programs. The Irish traditional music performance program is the largest of the
nineteen programs in the Academy, probably because, according to Mícheál, some the
best players in the world live within twenty miles of the campus—the school capitalizes
on its musical geography. On the other hand, very few students study classical string
performance. Nonetheless, it is just as important to the faculty. Mícheál described the
Academy as a place where all the programs work together and are viewed as a
synergizing total whole that require the context of the other programs to exist.13
The program at the World Academy is considered by Mícheál to be distinct from
the American university model, which is structured with a president, a provost who
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works with the president, deans of the different colleges or schools that pursue one
general academic subject, and the heads of each department that make up the colleges.
The Irish World Academy is not designed to be a college or department, but to be
actually in between the two. In fact, Mícheál regards the Academy as “anti-department.”
We don’t believe in departmentalization mainly because departmentalization
happens in the context of the fashion of a particular era or time. And then that
changes, and the university is stuck with a departmentalization that speaks to
about 150 years ago. And then you get power politics ... People are territorial;
they are very intelligent, very often over-worked, and under-paid. It’s a recipe for
disaster. The university is a recipe for disaster. So you have to fight against the
default mechanism within the pedagogical reality of the university, to make the
university really work. That’s what we are about. We challenge the university of
which we are a part of in terms of being a subversive educational and research
agency within the university itself. So far it’s working.14
The structure of the Academy allows students an open invitation to investigate
other programs and receive credit for courses that may be outside their major field. The
openness toward collaboration is seen in the example Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin gave of a
modern dancer who is interested in creating a post-modern choreography around some
solo uilleann pipe playing. The dancer knocks on the piper’s door and he or she says,
“Well, I know nothing about what you are doing, actually I don’t really like the uilleann
pipes. But I would like to collaborate with you and we’ll see actually what comes out of
it.” Another instance of partnership between disciplines described by Mícheál was of a
contemporary dancer who approaches a Sean-nós singer, (the old style Irish language
singing style that is unaccompanied and very often highly ornamented), and putting the
singer on the stage, proceeds to construct a solo dance around what is being sung.15 The
experimentation and imagination that Mel Mercier insisted were necessary for
14
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development of the university program is a goal of the World Academy also. The
difference that I see between the programs that both Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin and Mel
Mercier describe at their respective universities and the American university as I have
experienced it, is that the experimentation of collaboration is in general more studentdriven in the two Irish universities as opposed to faculty-directed as in the majority of
American Universities. Whether or not Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin formed his view of
universities in America from his semester as Visiting Professor at Boston College in 1990
or not, it was clear to me from talking to him that he felt that University of Limerick
offered more freedom for the students from an established course of study than do many
universities in the United States.
Within the Academy there is no separate department of dance or of music. The
hierarchy that exists in academia is replaced with a hierarchy where both faculty and
heads of the departments have equal voices in the expansion and progress of the school.
Every Wednesday at 12:05 p.m. for an hour and a half, the faculty convenes for a
meeting for which there is an 80-95% attendance record because there is a commitment
by the faculty to being there. Dancers, dance academics, musicians, and music academics
are at the table together. Some people at the table are dance performers, some are dance
academics, some are dance performance scholars or music performance scholars, and
some are more than one of these things. It is the desire of the Irish World Academy
faculty that professors both think and do. Mícheál disagrees with what he believes to be
the conventional model in a North American University where the musicologists are in
one part of the music school and the performers in another, or in the case of a European
University where all the thinkers are in the University and all the doers are in a
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conservatory somewhere, not even part of the university, even though they may even be
validated by them. For that reason, he explains, the Irish World Academy does not offer
DMA programs, only PhD degrees where performance is considered research as much as
a document. In doing so they have had to fight the mentality that resists awarding a PhD
to a music performer on the basis that music performance is not really knowledge or
wisdom in the same way that writing is, based on the Academy’s current philosophical
point that music is its own intelligence.16 It may be that for some, there is the perception
that the DMA (Doctor of Musical Arts) degree is less rigorous than a PhD. (I can
personally attest to the fact that this is not true!) However, perhaps to dispel the
stereotype, the World Academy offers only PhD degrees to both performers and to
academics. According to Mícheál, there is also some change in other parts of Ireland, and
in England, and to some degree in other parts of Europe, in offering a four-year, partially
taught PhD called “Arts Practice.”17 At the time of writing this document, a preliminary
survey of universities across the Unites States reveals that although there is some change
in this direction as teaching methods adapt to new educational concepts, an Arts Practice
PhD has not yet been implemented.
After taking a look at the current programs at the World Academy, I next wanted
to know what had taken place in the Academy since its inception; what was successful or
what had changed from the initial format. I turned to Dr. Sandra Joyce who, along with
Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin, founded the BA Irish Music and Dance, and the MA Irish
traditional music performance program at the University of Limerick, and currently
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serves as course director for both of these programs. She is a traditional singer and
bodhran player who maintains a performing career in addition to her administrative
duties. My purpose in talking to Dr. Joyce was not only to find out how successful the
program was, but also to determine how the student body was formed. I could imagine
that offering a performance degree in Ireland in traditional Irish music would be widely
accepted. But I wanted to know if a similar program could work in the enormously
culturally diverse population of the United States, where success would depend in part on
the allure of Irish music to an international student body.
Dr. Joyce admitted that when the program was started, she thought that most of
the students would be from within Ireland, perhaps some of them from the Irish Diaspora
in the United Kingdom and the United States. However, the appeal of Irish music across
cultural borders was much greater than she anticipated.
Last year we had an Austrian, we had a Breton, we had a French student; we had
a number of other students from Canada and the United States, with no obvious
Irish connections. It’s an international music; you don’t have to be part of the
Irish Diaspora. We’ve had Columbian musicians, we’ve had Japanese, quite a few
Japanese, they are from all over the world. They don’t care if their ethnic
background is Irish or not.18
And, the international base of the student population continues to expand.
Current EU countries represented among the Academy’s student population include
Austria, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, The Netherlands,
Norway, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden, England, and Ireland. Countries outside of the EU
include the United States, Canada, Mexico, Brazil, Columbia, Nigeria, South Africa,
Japan, and China. More than forty countries have been represented in the fulltime student
population since its beginning. Sandra Joyce explains,
18
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You look at our student body and we have students from all over the world who
have come here to study Irish traditional music, song and dance. It’s not just ‘our’
music. It is identified with Ireland; it originated here, but a lot of the music that
people call the “pure” Irish music today was influenced by the Irish Diaspora.19
She then noted that jazz musicians in the 1920’s and 1930’s in New York and the
Irish Diaspora in Britain had a massive impact on the Irish music scene. Both the Irish
seisiún and the Irish Céili, which are now universally identified with Irish music and
enormously popular, actually originated in London, England. Breandán Breathnach in his
book, Folk Music and Dances of Ireland, relates that the first céili organized by the
newly founded Connradh na Gaeilge, or Gaelic League, was held, not in Ireland but in
London, in the Bloomsbury Hall near the British Museum on October 30, 1897.20 Prior to
that event, the word céili referred to a “gathering of neighbors in the evening in some
house where talk and gossip on matters of local interest help to put in the night,” and “no
musical entertainment or dancing is implied.”21 The Irish musicians living in Britain who
started the phenomenon were travelling into urban areas to find a sense of identity and a
way of socializing and discovered it by sharing their music with other cultures.
Consequently, the playing of Irish music was emphasized more than “being Irish.”
The student body at University of Limerick as a whole is also interested in the
playing of Irish music rather than just being Irish, and it is this mentality that allows for a
Mexican student to study Irish traditional dance; a Russian concertina player who started
a branch of Comhaltas in Moscow to apply to the University of Limerick; or an Austrian
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young woman who has been playing Irish music since she was in her teens to earn her
BA and MA at the University of Limerick in order to return to Austria to teach Irish
music through workshops, building on the popularity of Irish music across Europe. I
asked Dr. Joyce what a student from Mexico who earns a degree in Irish dance does
when he leaves school. She answered that Luis Sanchez studied at UL for four years to
earn his undergraduate degree, the BA in Irish music and dance. The entrance audition
requires a high level of performance just to be accepted into the school because of the
strong performance element. At the same time, the BA is an academic degree as well. Dr.
Joyce reiterated what Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin emphasized: the equal recognition of
performance work and academic work are important principles of the program, as well as
the recognition that both disciplines are forms of research; e.g. a musician might have a
portfolio of compositions and performances of newly created works, and that is very
important to the Academy. Students spend a lot of time on their performances as well as
being required to attend lectures, give presentations, prepare essays.
Another pillar of the Academy is the equal acknowledgment of music and dance.
So for Luis, the Mexican dancer, in an environment where dance is equally recognized as
music, learning an instrument was obligatory. Because of a strong emphasis on the
academic contextualization around Irish traditional music through ethnomusicology and
ethnochoreology, he acquired knowledge of the sources of Irish traditional music and
dance as well as the historical trends that would allow him to put his knowledge into a
broader context, having completed modules in classical music and dance, music and
dance education, and community music and dance. After completing his degree Luis
plans to return to Mexico to establish an Irish dance school.
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Sandra Joyce confirmed a trend that Mel Mercier recognized in his students at
University College Cork: the search for identity among musicians in the modern context
is that they play many genres of music. Perhaps they are classically trained, but they do a
little bit of Irish, some bluegrass, or Scandinavian fiddling. Hence, they are more rounded
musicians. “Whether they are grounded in one thing or the other is the query I would
have. I don’t know, I can’t speak to that. But I think that is becoming more the norm,
isn’t it, that you have these more eclectic youngsters who want a bit of everything.”22
The students bring their diverse musical interests and experiences to the
Academy, and in turn the Academy offers its students an abundance of performances and
lectures, seminars, and special events to stimulate artistic and intellectual growth. Every
Wednesday or Thursday afternoon a concert is performed in the Tower at the Irish World
Academy. A few examples of the many performances available to students are: Ensemble
Xenia, an Italian string quartet performing new compositions; Stylus Fantasticus, a
baroque trio of violin, viola da gamba, and harpsichord performing and lecturing in
historic performance practice; Patsy McCoy and Máirtín Ó Briain performing works of
Edith Piaf, a street singer who became France’s national diva and one of its greatest
international stars; Grace Toland, Kevin McGonigle, and Jim MacFarland singing
unaccompanied ballads in the English language; and Sinas, the UL Global Choir and
students of the MA in Ritual Chant and Song.
The seminars meet weekly in the afternoon on Wednesdays and Thursdays.
Movement, landscape, song and language in Billy Mills poetry; Belcanto in Italy today;
developing community circus in Europe; dance training in a variety of cultural contexts;
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popular jazz, digital aesthetics and transnational networks in the new Europe are just a
few of the many topics explored by experts in their fields of study.
Another series of lectures, the Logos Seminar Series, is a series of events taking
its place alongside the long-established public Tower Seminar and Lunchtime
Performance series. On Thursday mornings, students meet and are presented with a topic
that is the starting point for a dialogue around specific issues such as the interdisciplinary
space between ethnomusicology, music performance, and cognitive science or the social
construction of body representation with the body as subject-object in dance.
The special events include student performances as well as concerts of the Irish
Chamber Orchestra and other groups that reside at the World Academy. In the summer,
the school hosts the Blas International Summer School of Irish Traditional Music and
Dance for students ages sixteen and over to spend two weeks working with some of
Ireland’s finest artists, who include the Irish Chamber Orchestra; The Chieftains, who
interact with music and dance students for the Academy; Dance Limerick, a
contemporary dance company; and Fidget Feet Aerial Dance Company, Ireland’s leading
aerial dance theater company, internationally renowned for its spectacular productions.
Reaching beyond the walls of the World Academy building, five outreach
initiatives connect with the community. Cruinniú is an hour-long, weekly session
designed for university faculty members who teach in programs outside of the music
school to play tunes with the traditional music students from the Academy. Ionad na
Cruite was established at the Irish World Academy a few years ago as a way of building
effective links with colleagues in the field of Irish harp research and performance
internationally. The National Dance Archive of Ireland is devoted to the collection,
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preservation, and promotion of dance in Ireland in all its manifestations: contemporary
dance, traditional step dancing, set dancing, ballet, social dance, urban dance, and world
dance. The archive helps to raise the profile of dance in Ireland and provides a greater
understanding and appreciation for how dance has developed in this country on an
international level. Maoin Cheoil an Chláir is in partnership with the Vocational
Education Committee of County Clare to serve the educational needs of the community,
using teachers from the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance. Finally, Academos is
a program within the World Academy where for two years, classical music students
interact with the members of the Irish Chamber Orchestra in classes, workshops,
seminars, and performances, and with a host of international performers, conductors, and
directors.
The students participate in small and large ensembles in addition to studying
privately in weekly lessons on their specific instruments. I listened to a large ensemble
rehearsal which took place in the expansive building that serves as rehearsal space and
offices for the Irish Chamber Orchestra. The ensemble was composed of approximately
sixty or seventy students sitting in a horseshoe shape, grouped according to instrument.
To the far left were the fiddles seated in no discernible pattern. To the left of the fiddles
were the flutes. The uilleann pipes, the low and high whistles, and a pianist extended to
the middle point of the horseshoe shape. In front of the whistles sat the concertina
players. From the middle to the far right of the ensemble sat the button and piano
accordion players, with the banjos lined up in front of the accordionists. The guitars and
harps sat to the left of the guitars, and the bodhrans finished out the horseshoe shape,
sitting opposite from the fiddles. When I first arrived, the ensemble had begun working
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with piano accordion23 player Karen Tweed, who stood in the center of the students
holding her accordion. There was no concertmaster, there were no section leaders, and
only a handful of students had music stands displaying a sheet of paper on which a few
lines of a tune were printed. The role of the conductor was redefined in this ensemble’s
configuration as a coach or teacher who gave verbal instructions to the musicians,
creating an arrangement for the group while the rehearsal was taking place. Since there
was no notation, everyone was required to remember what had been decided upon the
previous day to play. As a result, most of the students record the entire rehearsal.
In the large ensemble, not only was the music learned orally without notation, but
there was no conventional direction from the leader in the form of gestures. There was
not even an anacrusis motion from a conductor’s baton to indicate when to begin; the
students were asked to look at each other to start the piece. Clearly the leader who stood
in front of the ensemble where a conductor would have stood in an orchestral setting,
played a different role than a conductor in this ensemble. I remembered Peadar Ó Riada’s
comments about centralized authority as a fundamental principle of control in the form of
a conductor in Western European music for the purpose of unity. However he pointed out
that the original role of the conductor was not for the purpose of domination.
They don’t realize this, but when you see the conductor up there with his tailcoat
on, he’s actually wearing the servants livery, the servant uniform, because that’s
what servants wore two hundred years ago, and the clothes haven’t changed. But
the concept has. They’ve lost what it means, those clothes. They are actually
servant’s clothes, not the boss’s.24
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A conductor desiring to serve his orchestra is an admirable goal that is worthy of
pursuit. In Chapter 4, I give an account of a conductor of an orchestra in the United States
who actually does make it his mission to serve his orchestra and community.
At one point during the large ensemble rehearsal, a dancer moved into the central
space and began dancing with the music, and soon after, an American cellist and PhD
student named Alec Brown took the place of Karen Tweed. Standing in the center with
his cello hanging from a strap around his neck, he asked the students to play a jig entitled
The Legacy as he walked around the space inside the horseshoe of the ensemble
accompanying the tune with a chopping rhythm on his cello. After all the instruments
played through the tune, seisiún-style, Alec began the process of arranging a performance
piece of the jig. To start, he asked all the instruments to play a suggested rhythm on the D
string. He continued creating his arrangement by giving verbal instructions to different
instruments to play a third above, or a particular interval below the melody in various
places, or by requesting certain instruments to try notes that sounded quite dissonant,
occasionally creating a cacophony of sound. Yet, as I listened to Alec experiment with
the ensemble, probing the harmonic possibilities that had not yet been conceived for this
tune by these students, or probably by anyone, I thought yet again of Peadar Ó Riada and
an analogy he made about an activity ingrained in Irish cultural history.
In the autumn time the youths would have a lot of pent-up energy, and the way
they used to get rid of that is they would raid each other’s cattle. That’s like the
Táin,25 a minor version of that, in a minor skirmish. So, my family would go over
to the next hill and raid the cattle over on the hill over there and their family
would come and raid my cattle on the hill over here and so the cattle kept moving
around from place to place. And it kept the kids, the youths, it would soak up their
energy and they learned various fighting skills that are necessary at their age. But
25
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it wasn’t something, there would be a few broken heads, but ... it was more
controlled than it appeared. To Western thought it seemed very uncontrolled.
Now you apply that to music because music is a reflection of, it’s a language. And
you begin to see that what appears to be disorganized chaos in the way we
approach music is actually highly organized too in an overall system, because all
these musicians arrive with all these bloody instrument to all sit down and start
playing together. How could it possibly work? How would they know when to
stop and start? But they do!26
In this large ensemble rehearsal, as with the small ensembles and the master class I
surveyed, I had a glimpse of what Mel Mercier conceptualized as the “fantastic
opportunity” the university now has to engage with and contribute to traditional music
and traditional musicians. The scope of possibilities, as described by Dr. Mercier, will be
determined by the students, if given artistic room.
You have all of these young people basically in third level education, for
example. The question now is, what can we do together? What can we do
together? ... Having embraced and determined that traditional music stands side
by side with classical music, and with popular music, and with world music; and
that traditional musicians stand side by side with classical musicians, and with
popular musicians, and with world musician ,... many of these people anyway
don’t recognize those old distinctions. Universities are slow to let go of those
distinctions because, you know, they are old and crabby, and they take a long time
... Our students lead; they are often way ahead of us, though we need to find the
imagination to be able to continue to hold the space for them, but do it in ways
that I would say are increasing creative, that we facilitate that. And I think that’s
the journey that we are on actually.27
The question that Dr. Mercier asked twice is the same question I have. Even
though the World Academy and the Irish Chamber Orchestra work side by side, even
rehearsing in each other’s buildings, they almost never interact. Fiddle student Katie
Geringer described a one-time event where two master’s students in classical violin from
the Irish Chamber Orchestra program and two fiddle players from the World Academy
26
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met for about one and a half hours. A classical violinist who was knowledgeable about
both classical and traditional music spoke to them about the differences and similarities
between the two genres, and having previously instructed each instrumentalist to prepare
a ten minute lesson, allowed them to teach each other. Katie originally wanted to teach a
rhythmic exercise for the classical musicians. But she realized that Irish rhythms were not
something that could be taught in ten minutes, so she taught the ornamental bow triplet
that, although not completely unfamiliar to classical musicians, is used spontaneously and
differently than in classical music. She then taught them part of a tune and how to
incorporate the bow triplet into the tune.
The classical violinists brought in an etude of double stops for the Irish students to
learn. Katie could read music, having studied classical violin since she was young, but
the other fiddle player could not. The classical violinists did not attempt to teach by ear,
most likely because learning and teaching to learn by ear is a skill that has to be
developed. As a result, according to Katie, the teaching of the double-stop etude was
unsuccessful.28 Bow division in classical music and learning by ear in Irish music were
also discussed, but the students had no coaching on how to prepare to instruct the other
students from the other style of violin playing, and did not know how to apply what they
were being taught to their own genres. I was not able to interview the classical music
students to ask them about the lesson exchange experience from their perspectives.
Ideas for Fruitful Interaction: An Irish Music Program in an American University
The exercise in which Katie participated only begins in the smallest way to
scratch the surface of how these two degree programs could interact. The potential for
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exploration in a university setting where both genres are taught and intentionally urged to
collaborate is vast. Initially, elements of Irish music could be taught to classical
musicians in the areas where the two genres have common ground, such as the Irish
musician’s concept of rhythm, bow technique for string players, and western pitch and
the tonality of Irish music. I also believe improvisation and making the connection
between the ear and the fingers without the notation as a exercise to learn new music,
would be beneficial for classical musicians. For the traditional musicians, encouragement
to search in greater depth for an individual sound on their instruments without the use of
an amplifying sound system, as well as being expected to learn to play in all keys in order
to challenge their ears and technique would be valuable. In addition, I would promote the
study of music theory, music history, and ear training geared for the particular style of
music being studied. Fintan Vallely, flute player and ethnomusicologist, in an interview
advertising the upcoming Crosbhealach an Cheoil Crossroads Conference recalls Barry
Burgess from the University of Ulster saying that
everything that needs to be taught about music can be taught through any form of
music, whether classical, jazz, popular or traditional. And ... that people should be
taught the music that they’re most familiar with and most at ease with. If it’s
traditional, they can still learn all about intervals, time signatures, keys, scales and
so on.29
If this concept is true, and I believe it is, then university music programs and
conservatories will not restrictively only consider classical music and jazz to be serious
study. Students who play other genres of music will also be able to pursue degree
programs of their music on a high level which will not only benefit the non-classical
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students, but also the classical musicians and classical music, and its development. Philip
Bohlman, ethnomusicologist and professor of music and Jewish studies at the University
of Chicago observed that “the teaching and sharing of music is a two-way process, with
both formal and folk methods playing an active role in maintaining the health of the
music.”30
I recently asked Dominic Miller, guitar player for the pop icon Sting, about his
advanced musical education. He told me that after high school he enrolled in London’s
Guildhall School of Music, but he didn’t finish the program there because what he really
wanted to do was play the music he liked, rock music. So he quit school. He now studies
music theory and harmony on his own in the form of Bach’s solo violin sonatas on the
guitar and other classical music that he had begun to learn before he left the program at
Guildhall School of Music.31 What would have happened had he been allowed to study
music theory and music history and all the courses that are normally part of a university
music program through the genre of music in which he is most interested?
The Structure of the Proposed Program and Future Possibilities
In this current musical academic climate, music schools are beginning to
recognized that students want to study other genres of music, a change from the early
1980s when very few music schools offered any degree programs outside of Western
classical music. It is my opinion that if universities respond by listening to the
increasingly louder student voices, they will not only grow their student population, but
that population will be more diverse, and more international, and thus provide a
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necessary element for musical progress. My interests are in classical music and Irish
music because those are the genres that I know and with which I resonate. Nevertheless, a
program could offer jazz and Irish music, or other folk traditions and jazz, or even rap
and classical music and traditional Irish music. The list of combinations goes on. The
following paragraphs will give a basic outline of the structure of such a program which
can then be expanded and built upon.
The physical surroundings of a university are not normally discussed when
describing a university program. However, I believe a creative environment is essential
and therefore, worth mentioning. Peadar Ó Riada described his university, Acadamh
Fódhla, as being close to the countryside that surrounds it. Similarly, the physical
environment of a school can inspire creativity or be disheartening and discourage
learning. From my years of studying at various institutions, my experience has been that
moldy filters and/or overactive air conditioning, unimaginative architecture, drab
interiors, etc. can inhibit my focus and affect my frame of mind. The design of the Irish
World Academy of Music and Dance building was created in response to the ecological
surroundings at the University of Limerick, including the many monastic influences
along the Shannon River. The roof gardens and coffee shops that serve enjoyable and
health enhancing food are an additional detail that provide the atmosphere of artistic
space for student discussions and occasionally performances. If a music program is
designed to encourage creativity, participation, and collaboration, then the school should
provide a physical environment that will enhance these activities. Peadar’s verse that he
has his students and faculty say every day to remind them of who they are so as to put
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themselves in the best mindset for learning may be impractical for a university, but it
could be artistically displayed as part of the surroundings.
The courses offered in the proposed program would replicate the established
music courses that have proven to be effective for teaching music in most institutions of
higher education; e.g. music theory, music history, ear training, private lessons, and
chamber ensembles. However, the music studied in these courses would include Irish
music in addition to classical music for students of both genres. Ideally jazz and other art
forms could also be included, and taught both together with classical music and
separately for more in-depth focus.
Finding common ground among art music forms and diverse genres of music is
the first step in creating room for intentional interaction. For example, a course that
examined three areas of improvisation; jazz improvisation, Irish music improvisation, and
baroque improvisation or classical improvisation in cadenzas would be of great interest.
The course could be taught as a joint effort on the part of professors whose areas of
expertise are in these subjects. Students then could learn from them and each other as
they interact in the classroom and in performance. In this course of study, the differences
among the genres will become apparent and it is in identifying these differences that the
students, while gaining a new perspective and respect for the other genres of music, will
also discover a deeper understanding of their own.
Courses such as Community Music would be taught for the first semester in the
classroom and the following semester in practical situations. Lecture topics could include
the following: Should Popular Culture Determine Art?; Building Cultural Bridges
through Music; Encouraging Participatory Music; The Need for a Creative Class in
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Society; The NEA and Other Government Funded Arts Programs-the Case for Funding
the Arts when the Amount of Funding is Disproportionate to the Amount of Public
Interest; and Teaching Music to A Group Class.
The Irish World Academy offers weekly Irish seisiúns for anyone outside of the
music school who is interested. The seisiún takes place in the music school and is led by
the Irish music students and lasts only an hour. This activity allows faculty from another
program can take a break in the day and walk over to the Academy for an hour of Irish
tunes. Using that seisiún as an example, student-led events could be expanded to include
jazz sessions that are instructive for the musicians who don’t play jazz, or chamber music
reading for Irish music students coached by a classical music student.
Courses that reach beyond the school of music could even be included, such as a
course that studies math in the music of Bach, a course that could be taught by a
mathematician and musician, and students in both schools could receive credit for the
course. Consequently, math students who never considered attending a concert might
decide to attend one and even may decide to learn to play an instrument.
The faculty for a program such as this would obviously be diverse in order to
affectively teach these different genres. It would also be helpful to bring performers from
outside the university to assist the faculty in teaching students where communication
between genres could be difficult. For example, a number of years ago, I taught a music
theory class to students who were predominantly Hispanic. Carl Shachter’s theory book
from which I was teaching was incomprehensible to many of my students whose native
language was Spanish. In an effort to communicate with my students, I brought in a
colleague of mine and well-known Latin jazz pianist, Arturo O’Farrill, to explain the
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layers of Latin rhythms. By demonstrating with his hands on a desk as if playing bongo
drums or congas, he taught the students the seven layers of merengue and salsa rhythms.
Finally, he had all the students creating the different rhythmic layers with their hands on
their desks as he improvised a piano solo over the rhythm. After that class, I was able to
engage my students in the theory of Western music because we had a point of reference
and, I think, because they recognized the effort I made to reach them on their terms.
In addition to the set courses, students would be able to design their own courses
with guidance from the faculty. These courses could take place either inside the
classroom or outside of it in the form of performances, and the exploration and
collaboration and opportunity for challenging the boundaries of music that are the desire
of Mel Mercier and Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin for their students could be made possible for
the students of this American program. The administration of the university would have
to embrace this new direction and be willing to be experimental and patient as the details
work themselves out over time. The degree to which an administration would be open to
such a program is dependent on the university and its location. In New York City where I
live, there is an large Irish population and a thriving Irish music scene. The music
department in conjunction with an Irish culture program such as is offered at New York
University would make an ideal setting for the program that I am proposing. Because of
the many pockets of Irish people all over the country, this program once proven
successful, could then be duplicated at other universities.
To learn more than one genre of music well is ambitious at best; it takes a long
time to learn a whole new musical language. Yet, in our present society where technology
has made it possible for all styles of music to be immediately available to anyone who
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has access to a computer, I believe it is more possible than it has ever been. Furthermore,
learning other genres of music is a vehicle for finding relevancy in music performance for
the artist and for the listener. For example, in studying a western classical composition
that makes use of a pedal tone, the student who may not come from an organ tradition but
who knows the sound of the uilleann pipes, will recognize the distinctive compositional
architecture of many notes played against one pitch and the resulting tension, and will
interpret the music according to his own cognizance which will be different from the
student whose background is in church organ music. Both performances are valid and
speak to the audience in divergent ways. The audience may not know why they enjoy or
identify with a given performance, but they know that they do.
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CHAPTER 3
RHYTHM IN CLASSICAL AND TRADITIONAL IRISH MUSIC
Curriculum that includes in-depth Irish rhythmic study and the orality of Irish
music is most valuable in its relevance to classical music. Therefore, the entire following
two chapters are devoted specifically to these two areas of study respectively.
As touched on in the first chapter, if Irish dance rhythms are applied to classical
music, the concept rhythm can change for those classical musicians. For many years
playing classical music, I could emphasis a beautiful sound or concentrate on phrasing,
and overlook rhythmic problems. However, since in Irish music rhythm is the most
important element, I was obligated to focus on it. I now believe that rhythm is just as
important in classical music as it is in Irish music, yet it was not something I always
understood.
When I initially embarked on the journey of learning to play an instrument, I
began with piano lessons, and a year later began violin lessons. In my earliest piano
lessons I learned how to read music. Reading music, in addition to the memorization of
key signatures and note names, involved learning time signatures and note values. In
learning the different note values, I did not understand why an eighth note only lasted for
half of the length of a quarter note when they both took up the same amount of space on
the page. The concept of a beat was not ever clearly explained to me, and meter was
hardly mentioned. I was instructed to practice with the metronome so that my rhythm
would be steady without understanding exactly what steady rhythm was or why it was
important. Consequently, my concept of rhythm was undeveloped and superficial. I was
frequently criticized for not having good rhythm, but I did not know what good rhythm
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was; was the ultimate goal to play as steadily as possible and was the purpose of the use
of the metronome to accomplish this steadiness? I found that practicing with the
metronome helped me play steadily when I used the metronome, but when I wasn’t using
it, I wasn’t sure how steadily I was playing. It seemed to me that some people simply had
innate “good” rhythm and others did not.
According to Carl Flesch, violinist, teacher, and author of the scale system that
has been a staple in violin pedagogy since its emergence in the early 1900’s, rhythm “is
of elemental importance for the human organism,” which is
proven by the heartbeat and by breathing. An unrhythmic condition of these two
functions suggest illness of psychic disturbance. But walking and running are also
subject to rhythmic laws. If someone walks unrhythmically we know that he is
either ill or drunk. Hence rhythm forms the real primal element in music, which
everyone has within himself, and of which even the most primitive human
creature is conscious.1
As a result, rhythm is innate in all humans and should be straightforward and
natural to teach. Yet, as I continued to study and then work as a professional violinist, I
found the goal of the steady beat not only an impossible pursuit, but an undesirable one
as well, resulting in an artificiality that I heard in my own playing and in that of many of
my colleagues. As I noted in the first chapter, it wasn’t until I studied Irish music that I
began to understand that the actual rhythmic goal in all music is much more complex
than simply to play with a steady beat. Then, when I heard the Irish dance rhythms
working themselves into my playing, I began to form a more in-depth and complete
model of what rhythm really is.
Carl Flesch’s observations about rhythm illustrated in walking, breathing, and the
beating heart as a basis for rhythm in music is evidence that rhythm is organic. Just as the
1
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beating or rhythm of the heart gives life to the body in which it is pounding, in the same
way, the function of rhythm in all frameworks of music, described in terms of a beat,
pulse, meter, groove or feel, is to give life or movement to the music in which it is
beating. Therefore it can be understood that music does not exist without rhythm. It is my
opinion that the rhythmic artificiality that I was hearing worked its way into performance
when pendulum metronomes gave way to the digital metronomes, which became the
practice tool of all students as they were small and portable. Melody and harmony need to
be brought to life with rhythm, and in an in-depth study of rhythm, it would be helpful to
first look at its origin and then its construction to determine its true function.
Rhythm and Poetry
The nineteenth-century German classics scholar Rudolf Westphal (1826-1892)
equated the beginnings of poetry with the beginnings of music:
The earliest poetry was sung; the earliest music consisted of the melody of the
poetic text. Not until they had reached a later stage of their unfolding could both arts
develop independently and separately, one from the other; poetry as the epic poem no
longer sung but declaimed; music as instrumental music. The first instrumental music
was a song without words.2
Whether or not Westphal’s statement is accurate, it is true that Irish musicians
think of poetry and music as linked in the same way. Music collector Breandán
Breathnach explains that up to the middle of the seventeenth century the poetry of
literature was composed in syllabic verse or meters, which were based on the number and
arrangement of the syllables in the line and stanza. These poems were intended to be
recited in public by a reacaire who performed at feasts and assemblies with a great deal
of ceremony. The poet did not speak himself, but directed the performance, making sure
2
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that the reacaire spoke at the same pace as the instruments that accompanied the poem.3
Declan Kiberd, Irish writer, scholar, and professor of Irish studies and English at the
University of Notre Dame also wrote about these performances. “In Bardic recitals, the
reacaire (reciter) was given strict directions by the author whose works he performed.
The poet, or file, was in absolute control and the reacaire must defer to his judgment.”4
Due to the oral tradition in Ireland, there are no examples of notation to study,
although the music that accompanied the poems is referred to in manuscripts. A modernday Irish version of a troubadour might shed some light on the relationship between the
words in the Irish language and the rhythm that was created in the music. I interviewed
Jimmy Crowley at his seaside home in Cobh, Ireland. Jimmy is an Irish language scholar,
song collector, and legendary Cork ballad singer, who since the age of sixteen has gone
into back kitchens of restaurants and sessions in small villages, listening to old songs that
otherwise would have been forgotten, and then learning and recording, and ultimately
preserving, many of these songs. He has made a study of poetry in music in both the Irish
and English languages. He related to me his knowledge of the history of the Irish
poets/composers. Up until the eighteenth century, it was understood that a poet was
employed in the home of families of older Irish nobility. According to Crowley, these
poets had extremely strict rules about assonance, rhythm and internal rhymes. The
inflection in words like monabhar (pronounced mon-a-burr, meaning tranquil; sporadic
droning as in a beehive),

induced corresponding pitches. Intonation was inevitably
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attached to a series of words and the resulting melodies held an emotional component that
was dictated by the intonation and rhythm of the words rather than the subject matter.5
Jimmy recounted the history of the bardic poets in the early to mid-eighteenth
century when, as he describes it, and as is generally accepted by the Irish people, the
poets were banned from Ireland by the English. This account from Wikipedia differs
slightly from Jimmy’s version.
As the old native aristocracy suffered military and political defeat and, in many
cases, exile, the world order that had supported the bardic poets disappeared. In
these circumstances, it is hardly surprising that much Irish language poetry and
song of this period laments these changes and the poet’s plight. However, being
practical professionals, the poets were not above writing poems in praise of the
new English lords in the hope of finding a continuity of court patronage. This was
not generally a successful tactic, and Gaelic poets tended to be folk poets until
the Gaelic revival that began towards the end of the 19th century. However, many
of the poems and songs written during this period of apparent decline live on and
are still recited and sung today.6
Perhaps Jimmy was referring to poets/musicians such as Turlough O’Carolan
(1670-1738), one of many musicians whose livelihood depended on the patronage of
Catholic families. Under the Ascendancy their ability to support bardic poets and
musicians such as O’Carolan was greatly reduced.7 Jimmy continued by stating that those
poets who were not skilled in any other trade left the noblemen’s houses and made their
living on the road, composing songs which became the premise of the ordinary people.
These songs that were now no longer solely for the aristocracy became accessible to all
people since they were now performed in the market places and public meeting halls.
5
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Taímse im’ Chodhladh (I am asleep, don’t wake me) is an example of a song where the
rhythm of the music is in tandem with the Irish lyrics, so that the song could be learned
and sung by the untrained general populace.
I asked Jimmy to give me an example of a phrase in Irish that dictated the rhythm.
After he sang a stanza of Mo Guile Mear to me:
Marcach uasal uaibhreach sg
Gas gan gruaim is suairce sns
Glac is luaimneach luath l mgleo
Ag teascadh an tslua ‘s ag tuairgan tria

he pointed out the use of assonance in the poem and concluded that assonance
creates the pulse. More specifically, it is the manipulation of the vowel sounds in the
phrases creating internal rhyme, plus the number of beats per line that make up the
rhythmic structure of the song. Jimmy then sang to me an example of assonance as pulse
as heard in the song Rosc Catha Na Mumhan (A Munster Warcry) by eighteenth century
Irish poet Piaras Mac Gearailt (Pierce Fitzgerald).
Torann na dtonn le sleasaibh na long
Ag tarraingt go teann in ár gceann le faobhar
(The translation of this passage is: The crash of the waves making music against
the prow of the ships; coming with sharp swords to deliver us.) Jimmy concluded,
When you listen to ... Nioclás Tóibín, [1928 – 1994, Sean-nós singer from County
Waterford, Ireland,] who is just a master ... Next time you listen to it now, you
can listen to the pulses and see how they mirror the actual assonance. Really
assonance is pulse, you know?8

8
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Pulse, Beat, and Rhythm
Continuing this line of thought about pulse and language, and still using the
analogy of the heartbeat and circulatory system as rhythm in music, it is interesting to
observe that the pulse is not the same as the heartbeat. Pulse is actually the motion that is
felt in an artery as the pressure inside the artery increases following each heartbeat. In
fact, the pulse is the result of the heartbeat and it occurs at a precise moment during the
course of the heartbeat.
Peadar Ó Riada defined for me the distinction between pulse and rhythm from the
Irish perspective of Irish music. According to him, rhythm is a component of Western
classical music, but pulse is fundamental to Irish music. He pointed out to me that
currently Irish music is being
covered with a very thick blanket of western concepts as in rhythm and the
accompaniment ... You have syncopated rhythm...and that doesn’t work with Irish
music because the fundamental concept of Irish music is that it is a solo,
individual art form. The fact that we can do it altogether in time is the same way
that we all eat around the table at the same time. But we don’t eat the same
dinner. Like, I don’t take the same piece of meat at the same time that you eat and
everyone else, which is what European model would get us to do. So we’d all eat
beef, we’d say, but we’d all have different slices of the same piece of beef. So that
is what happens with rhythm; there’s a difference between pulse and rhythm ...
rhythm is a Western concept.9
I believe what Peadar is saying is that it is not possible to insert syncopation into
traditional Irish music and retain an Irish sound in the music because of the way tunes are
composed as a monophonic line. When several instruments are playing a tune in unison,
and inserting their own ornaments and variations, syncopation is too disruptive to the
melody if only one person does it. In contrast, in an orchestra, in the string section, for
example, the goal is complete unison playing; there is no room for individual expression.
9
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I know from my own seisiún playing that there are rhythmic alternations that work
spontaneously while playing with others and ones that do not. Peadar believes that the
concept of pulse instead of rhythm creates room for the participants to play together, yet
be able to insert their own creativity and individuality. Recently, because of the addition
of accompaniment to a type of music that was intended to be monodic and motivated by
pulse, rhythm, as Peadar conceives of it, has been brought into Irish music. Furthermore,
he adds, “you can see the epitome of rhythm with a click track ... That’s rhythm.” On the
other hand, “a pulse varies constantly, subtly, just like your heart varies constantly, subtly
and it is influenced by other things whether it is worry or excitement or whatever. So
when you are playing Irish music, if there is a rhythm section, you can’t hear the pulse
because it is drowned out [by the rhythm].”10
For Peadar Ó Riada, then, pulse in Irish music, which is subtle and flexible, is
different from rhythm. However, as I continued to listen, play, and make observations
about rhythm in Irish music, I heard a distinction on an even more fundamental level; in
the same way that pulse is not the same as the heartbeat in the human body, the musical
pulse, the most fundamental component of the rhythm, and the beat are not the same
thing and they operate differently. In the human body, the pulse only moves in one
direction while the beat of the heart muscle moves in two directions: pushing the blood
out by contracting, and pulling new blood in by relaxing. I also hear two-directions in a
musical beat; in the same way that humans walk with the right and left legs, or a clock
ticks from one side to the other, each beat contains two contrasting sides which work
together to make up the whole beat.

10
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Both pulse and beat travel forward together, interacting with each other beneath
the rhythm. The concept of pulse and beat as separate elements with distinct
characteristics is also known in Western music. Natalie Jenne, Professor of Music
Emeritus at Concordia University in St. Paul, Minnesota, and published author on the
music of Bach noted that Bach’s use of dance rhythms supports pulse as the smallest unit
in music and beat as a larger element that requires subdivision.
Meter forms the framework in which rhythm takes place. Meter is the
organization of temporal durations or impulses, the most fundamental of which
we can call the pulse. Pulses are in themselves metrically neutral and must be
organized to form units. A beat is the metric unit formed by grouping two or three
such pulses. A binary beat consists of two pulses, and a ternary beat, of three
pulses. Thus the beat of a piece of music cannot be its smallest written note-value,
but must be capable of being subdivided into twos or threes.11
Rhythm and Language
Walking and breathing and the beating heart give the musician a clear blueprint
for the construction of the element of the beat. On another level, language, particularly
vowels and consonances, also shape the beat. Singing in the Irish language, Jimmy
Crowley observed that assonance was pulse. For a singer as opposed to an
instrumentalist, the correlation between vowel sounds and note lengths is particularly
obvious.
Observations by linguists have found that a dialect from a certain area that makes
use of a speech pattern of alternating vowel lengths is actually reflected in that region’s
instrumental music. Linguistics researcher Rebecca W. McGowan and Wellesley College
linguistics professor Andrea G. Levitt recognized this correlation between the speech of a
region and its indigenous music and they set out to investigate this connection in three
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corners of the world: Kentucky in the United States, County Donegal in Ireland, and the
Shetland Islands in Scotland. Their research compared the rhythmic and melodic
characteristics of the music and English dialects of these three areas using spontaneous
speech instead of read speech, and recordings of musicians who performed orally
transmitted works rather than notated scores. Using a mathematical equation called the
normalized Pairwise Variability Index (nPVI) which measures the degree of contrast in
the durations of neighboring elements in speech, (i.e. consonants want to be adjacent to a
vowel, preferably followed by a vowel), the two linguists began their study by measuring
the vowel lengths in the speech of the people in Donegal, in Shetland, and in Kentucky.
The calculation of the nPVI value for speech is determined by first measuring the
durational variability present in a sample of continuous speech. The nPVI then looks at
the difference in duration of vowels between each successive pair of vowels and
consonances. The absolute value of each difference is calculated for each pair, because
the amount of difference is always a positive number: |Dn-D(n+1)|, and then the average
durational difference of vowels in speech is calculated. Taken into account that people
speak at different speeds, and speakers often accelerate their speech for various reasons,
the “n” of the nPVI is included to normalize each durational difference by dividing the
absolute value of each difference by the average duration of each pair of durations: |DnD(n+1)|÷[(Dn+D(n+1))÷2]. A ratio of difference in vowel sounds is determined by the
calculations of the differences in vowel lengths, and that ratio is divided by 2, resulting in
a nPVI number for each sample of speech. Therefore, if the two durations are identical, a
1:1 ratio, the value is 0; if the ratio between the two is 1:3 the normalized value, meaning
the difference between the long vowel and the short vowel, is 1. As the shorter value
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approaches zero or the longer value approaches infinity, the maximum normalized
difference is 2. The normalized value is then calculated with the equation to determine a
nPVI resulting number.12
Donegal, in the northwest of Ireland, is influenced by Scotland and northern
counties of Ireland resulting in speech with more uniform vowel durations than in other
English dialects. Because the ratio of vowel lengths is small compared to other parts of
the country, speech in Donegal earned a relatively low nPVI score of 54 with a
confidence interval of about 8. In the Shetland Islands off the northeast coast of Scotland,
vowel lengths are influenced not only by Scotland, but additionally by Scandinavia where
long vowels are followed by short consonants and short vowels by long consonants. A
greater difference in vowel lengths than in Donegal resulted in a higher nPVI score of 57,
as was expected. Finally in Kentucky, speech is characterized by drawn out longer
vowels than speech in the northern United States. In addition, stressed vowels can be
lengthened and diphthongized, while unstressed syllables may not be. The result is a
wider variation in vowel duration and a higher nPVI score of 62.
Next, the researchers listened to recordings of music from the different regions,
specifically music that accompanies the reel, a traditional dance with a 4/4 time signature
in each of these regions. Compositionally, a reel is made up of patterns of eight eighth
notes per measure, and alternating note durations in a long-short pattern from one eighth
note to the next occurs in specific ratios, providing the appropriate “lift” for dancing.
McGowan and Levitt chose the dance form of a reel, speculating “that the repetitive
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nature of the musical form of the reel serves to emphasize rhythmic patterns as compared
to spontaneous speech.”13 The study found that the “contrast between note durations is
not as large in Shetland as in Appalachia, the first note in a pair being longer than the
second in a 4:3, 5:3, or sometimes 2:1 ratio.”14 A 2:1 ratio is heard as a triplet with the
first two parts of the triplet played as a quarter note and the third part of the triplet as an
eighth note, (i.e. ), and is the most extreme difference of note lengths. The
smaller the ratio, the more evenly the eighth notes are executed. “Indeed ... uneven
rhythms characteristic of Scottish music were leveled out when the music was adopted in
Donegal. Thus we may find the least amount of durational contrast in Donegal music and
the most in Kentucky,”15 the researchers predicted. In fact, the result of the study
demonstrated that there was indeed a correlation between difference in vowel durations
and difference in note lengths of the reel. The most variable rhythm in both speech and
music was in Kentucky, and Shetland and Donegal demonstrated less variation
respectively.16
Both the Irish language and the English language affect the rhythm in indigenous
music. Yet, the rhythm of alternating long and short notes is not restricted to pockets of
the world where only these languages are spoken. In fact, as previously discussed in
chapter one, notes inégales as far back as the sixteenth century, also made use of varied
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note durations by changing a plain and square rhythmic pattern into a lilting one for the
purpose of providing interest, grace, and elegance to a melody.
Rhythm and the Violin
Another influence in the swung beat in Irish music, and possibly in other genres
of music, is the construction of the instruments on which the music is played, combined
with the stylistic manner of execution. Because I am a violinist, I will look specifically at
the fiddle and its membership in Irish music.
Of all the dance rhythms in Irish music: hornpipes, jigs, reels, slides, slip jigs, and
hop jigs, to name a few, the jig is the oldest form of dance music still in existence
today.17 The Irish name for jig, or jigeannaí, is derived from the Italian giga, a triple
meter dance which may have given its name to the early fiddle,18 (in the course of time it
passed into the German language, where it became geige), its name derived from being
the instrument most used to accompany the dance, just as the hornpipe and the French
musette obtained their names from certain musical instruments which invariably were
used to accompany these dances.19 The English word jig was used later to only refer to a
dance, but early sources identify the violin or fiddle with the French gigue or the Italian
giga.20
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It is believed that the uilleann pipes preceded the fiddle in Ireland as the
instrument most commonly used for providing dance music.21 Nevertheless, it seems that
the fiddle was played for dancing before the pipes emerged in their present form as seen
in accounts such as Richard Head’s (1637-1686) description about dancing as an activity
of the poor people. “Their Sunday is their most leisure day they have in which they use
all manner of sport; in every field a fiddle and the lassies footing it till they are all of a
foam.”22 An account from the end of the seventeenth century tells us that the citizens of
Cork, even when they could afford nothing else, brought their children up to dance,
fence, and play the fiddle.
The instrument in question was undoubtedly the violin which had emerged in the
middle of the previous century and which is referred to invariably among
traditional players as the fiddle. It is not possible to say whether earlier forms of
bowed instruments were in use in Ireland immediately before its introduction, nor
can we say when it was first used here to play traditional music. The new
instrument was eminently suited for the playing of dance music. It had an
acceptable sound, and the fingering was flexible enough to permit all forms of
ornamentation. Its use had become universal in the eighteenth century, as is
evidenced by the reference to the instrument in the titles of the innumerable
collections of country dances published in that century.23
A great deal of Irish dance music in the traditional repertoire is attributed to
fiddle players, and so the instrument as well as the fiddle players had an enormous impact
on the development of the music. When playing Irish music on the violin, there is a great
deal of string crossing, as Irish music calls for the use of open strings much more often
than classical music. Initially, I believed the prevalent use of open strings was due to lack
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of technique on the part of the players. But as I learned more about Irish music, I realized
that the motion of the often constant string crossing seemed to create the swing in the
eighth notes.
Because of the physical properties of the violin, there are four types of string
crossings: down bow with gravity from a lower string in pitch to a higher string, down
bow against gravity from a higher string in pitch to a lower string, up bow with gravity,
and up bow against gravity. If playing on a lower string, the down bow also moves
against gravity, and an up bow moves with gravity, yet the bow arm is being held up and
extended in the highest position from the body. Playing a down bow on the highest string,
the bow arm is lowest and therefore the most relaxed moving with gravity. Playing an up
bow requires movement against gravity, however the bow arm is not being held or
extended. In all of these positions, natural forces are working in varying degrees and
naturally affect note lengths. But the swing that is intrinsic in the Irish beat is not a matter
of only playing alternating long and short notes. The articulation of each note needs to be
addressed.
Articulation is the manner in which a note is begun. The beginning of a note can
be with a very hard consonant, a soft vowel, and everything in between. As I mentioned
before, I was taught, as are most young musicians, that every note in a rhythmic pattern
begins with a “t” sound. In speech it is not natural to start every word with the same
consonant and I now believe the same holds true in music. In a master class led by Mike
Stern, American jazz guitar legend, he told the students that he always tries to play with
different consonances at the beginnings of notes. He played the Presto movement of
Bach’s G minor solo sonata for violin on the electric guitar and explained that he
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practiced this sonata to develop technique as well as harmonic understanding as he
analyzed it for the students. This sonata is composed in 3/8 time, with six sixteenth notes
per measure. Stern told the students that he hears each sixteenth note as articulated with a
different beginning consonant, and that it is important to him to play each note with
different articulations to provide interest to the music with these consonances that form a
pattern, which in turn create the phrasing.24 Stern then demonstrated a passage of running
eighth notes where the attack of each note was different; some attacks were hard
consonant sounds such as “K” and “D”, and others were softer such as “m” and “v”.
Admittedly this articulation was almost imperceptible. However the resulting phrasing
was beautiful and interesting and rhythmically exciting even though, had he not
explained what he was doing beforehand, those of us listening would not necessarily have
known why.
In traditional Irish music, articulation is specific to the performer and to the
instrument. On the violin or fiddle, the bow is used to generate the palette of possible
sounds. Bow triplets have already been identified in the first chapter as a percussive
sound where the bow presses so hard against the string that for a split second there is no
pitch, just a hard consonant sound. If two notes are slurred, then the second note has no
articulation, unless there is a string crossing between the two notes. In that case, the note
would begin with a softer consonant such as “n” or “m” using varied consonances as the
articulation for each note. Because of the length and articulation of each beat in the jig
rhythm, a typical measure a jig which is in 6/8 time might then be, B-n-K-L-m-D. Of
course after each consonant there would also be vowel sounds of different lengths.
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The use of diverse consonants for each note is actually what the Irish singers do
when they sing dance tunes and it is called lilting. The syllables are sung very fast,
requiring natural sounds that work together to create the rhythm of the tune. For example,
in a jig where there are six eighth notes per measure, the syllables could be Die-dlee-iye,
Die-dlyee-iye. Lilting sounds are actually unique to the individual. Some singers mimic
instruments, because in some situations lilting may have developed from a lack of
instruments and a need for dance accompaniment. Indeed, the use of vocal syllables as a
means of executing a piece of music is not exclusive to Irish music. Scat singing in jazz
makes use of syllables to communicate a melodic or rhythmic pattern and the choice of
these syllables reflects tone and color in the same way that it does in Irish music. In
Ghana, onomatopoeic syllables are used by drummers to communicate rhythm and pitch
of a particular beat. Tabla players in Indian classical music use syllables to represent a
specific strokes. The piping tradition of Scotland employed a system of sung syllables
called canntaireacht that was used as an alternative to written notation, and each syllable
had a specific musical meaning. Nonsense syllables or non-lexical syllables are also used
in musical cultures such as Cantonese opera and Navajo ceremonial music.25 These
syllables are significant as they have shaped the beat throughout history and all over the
world.
A New Concept of Rhythm
Rhythm in all music is a complex structure built upon a one-directional flexible
pulse with constant forward motion as the foundation. On top of the pulse rides the beat
which in all music, including classical music, is the sub-dividable component with
25
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specifically articulated eighth notes or sixteenth notes, etc., depending on the time
signature. The next layer is the rhythm, which is composed of combinations of a
numerous note and rest values that can have different sonorities for each rhythmic value.
Meter then, is layered over the rhythm, at times complementing or else contradicting it,
and the final layer on top of the construction is the phrasing.
This view of rhythm is vastly removed from my original concept which amounted
to a simple click on a metronome for the purpose of playing with a steady beat. The use
of the metronome is valuable, but only when its limitations are recognized and when
rhythm is understood as multi-dimensional. As my concept of rhythm expanded, I began
to understand the need to teach it differently to my students. I created an exercise that
would help musicians to begin to hear all the parts in the construction of rhythm. For
Irish music, I believe that Peadar O Riada’s conclusion that Irish music has pulse but not
rhythm is justified, although I would add that it also includes a beat on top of the pulse. In
all Irish tunes a layer of rhythm with rests and notes of many different values that is seen
in classical music and jazz and other art music does not exist: tunes are composed of
running eighth notes that are sometimes combined into quarter notes or dotted quarter
notes, and occasionally eighth, quarter, or dotted quarter rests. If there is rhythm in Irish
music, it is provided by an accompanying instrument such as a guitar that, in addition to
rhythmic strumming, also realizes harmony, which is otherwise implied. When I studied
Irish tunes and realized the predominance and exclusivity of pulse and beat, I was able to
focus on this deep layer in the organization of rhythm, which then allowed me to hear the
pulse and beat separate from and underneath the rhythm, meter, and phrasing in the
classical music I was playing.
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The scale exercise that I created to teach my concept of rhythm uses the Irish reel
rhythm and the Irish jig rhythm to consecutively play all the keys in first position on the
violin. I use only the first position for two reasons; Irish fiddle tunes are predominantly
played in the first position, and at this initial point in the exercise, shifting would be an
extra obstacle with which to grapple. To begin, the metronome is set to click on parts of
the beat other than the downbeat to demonstrate a new concept of rhythm to the student.
The exercise works in several steps. The first step is to use a metronome set at 150 that is
loud enough to hear while playing. Each click will line up with the three eighth notes of a
triplet. The student counts out loud with the metronome a few times, 123, 123, 123 …
accenting the first part of the triplet. Then he will play eight eighth notes with the
metronome beginning on the open G string. (Cellists and violists begin on their lowest
string). The first eighth note is sounded during the first and second click of the triplet, and
the second eighth note is lined up with the third click of the triplet, creating a 2:1 ratio of
note duration. Later the student can adjust the ratio to 17:13 (although for the performer
that might translate into 1.7:1.3 to make more sense), or even smaller ratios resulting in
unevenness that is practically imperceptible, by choosing to play more evenly.
The first note is played with the first two clicks of the metronome, and the second
note with the third click of the metronome. These are the two eighth notes of each beat
played with the long-short rhythm that is regulated by the metronome. Playing the open
G string in this way until each bow change happens precisely at the click of the
metronome will allow the student to understand the rhythm before he moves on to
playing a scale. At this point it is helpful for the student to record these open string
exercises, and then slow down the recording to half speed in order to hear how accurately
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the notes are lined up with the metronome. When the open strings are consistently played
exactly with the metronome, then it is time to move to the second step- playing the same
exercise with scales.
The second part of the exercise requires the student to play two octave scales
through all the keys beginning with C major but always starting on open G, (or G# if the
key warrants it). The scale continues to a high B, and then down again using the same
triplet exercise with the metronome. After moving the metronome up five notches,
eventually working up to 240, the student will record the scale played with the
metronome and then listen to the recording at half speed again to hear how well each note
is lined up with the click of the metronome. No matter what key is being played, the scale
always begins on the lowest string to the highest note in first position. All keys should be
played through without stopping.
After the playing of all the keys with the metronome clicking on all beats is
mastered, the next step is to eliminate the first two clicks of the metronome so that the
student is required to place the first note accurately by hearing those first clicks
internally, and in relation to the click that is still audible. Putting the metronome down to
50, the student will hear only one click (the third part of the triplet that the student has
been internalizing) and that click will line up with the second eighth note of each beat in
the measure. Keep in mind that two eighth notes that are actually played are juxtaposed
over a triplet. Previously all three parts of the triplet were being indicated by the
metronome. But now only the third part of the triplet is indicated by the metronome and
the student is required to hear the first two parts of the triplet in his or her head, placing
the first note eighth note of each beat accordingly.
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The next step is for the player to tap his or her foot on the silent first part of the
triplet while playing the scale series in eighth notes. The third part of the triplet is still
indicated by the click of the metronome which is incrementally moved up to a
metronome marking of 80, or if possible, higher. The fifth step, after putting the
metronome back down to 50, is for the student to say the word “and” during the second
part of the triplet. The pattern is now as follows: foot tap; “and”; click, while the student
plays the scale series in eighth notes: the first eighth note lasts through the foot tap and
audible word “and”, and the second eighth note lines up with the click of the metronome.
Again, the metronome speed is increased notch by notch until a fast tempo is achieved.
One way to accurately begin the scale with the metronome on the third eighth note of the
triplet is to say out loud “3” with the audible click, counting “1” and “2” in the silence so
that eventually the click is heard as the third eighth note of the triplet. As other parts of
the body become involved, rhythm begins to be internalized and now can be applied to
the specific music that the student is studying.
Irish musicians who are raised listening and playing the Irish dance rhythms do
not analyze the rhythms they are playing. It is second nature to them where they would
not think of playing a jig or reel any other way and all musicians can learn from this
natural approach to rhythm.
Yehudi Menuhin was one of the most insightful classical violinists with whom I
had the privilege of working. His comments on rhythm perfectly summarize the concepts
put forth in this chapter.
There are musicians who mistake metronome meter for pulse. Pulse is a living
measure which, though fairly even, is not a military exactitude. Anyone can
march to a rigid rhythm, but that is not true rhythm, that is metronome time, and
keeping metronome time has nothing to do with live rhythm. In fact, people who
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are very strict and very superior and play music to the metronome have generally
a very poor sense of rhythm. …for within the rhythm there is life, there is no rigid
beat but rather a sense of strolling in the woods while the mind and the heart are
free to dream.26
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CHAPTER 4
ORALITY IN IRISH MUSIC AND WHAT IT CAN OFFER CLASSICAL MUSIC
Some time ago, I decided to teach my jazz musician husband a traditional Irish
tune by ear. My method for teaching him was to play a phrase of the tune and ask him to
play it back to me. If he played a wrong note, I corrected him by saying the name of the
concert pitch that he failed to play accurately, because my mental conception of notes is
primarily letter names matched with pitches. Because of my training the physicality of
playing a particular note on my instrument, as well as visually seeing the notes on the
violin or piano keyboard for me are secondary to the name of the note. However, my
husband was resistant to my use of letter names as a reference. Foremost for him was
hearing the individual pitches that he could then group into a phrase. Second to hearing
the notes was the physical memory of pressing the correct keys on his saxophone, in
addition to feeling the voicing in his throat, his embouchure, and controlling his air as it
passed through the mouthpiece. The least present abstraction of a particular note for him
was its letter name.
The difference between my husband’s and my conceptualization of pitches was
most likely due to the difference in how we learned to play our instruments. Along with
the very first note I struck on the piano at my first lesson, I saw a printed note on a staff
in my beginning piano book. For all my formative musical years, playing music was
synonymous with reading it. Although my husband can read music, in his early jazz
education he was taught to learn the jazz repertoire by ear because jazz is an oral

75

tradition. Irish music is also an oral tradition1 to the extent that some Irish musicians still
exist who have no musical literacy at all. Since I came to Irish music from a note-literate
culture I cannot know what it is to learn a tune entirely by ear; I do not know true musical
orality. Walter Ong explains what true orality is in his book, Orality and Literacy, which,
although written about speech, can be directly applied to music. Ong points out that if a
literate person is asked to think of a word, that person will have some image of the
written word in his mind, being incapable of hearing the sound of the word without that
image.2 In other words, once a person become literate, it is not possible to revert to pure
orality. Therefore, my experience was not the same as the non-literate Irish musicians and
entering into the oral culture of Irish music took great effort on my part; the first tune I
forced myself to learn by ear was painstakingly difficult for me and took me many hours
to work through and assimilate. Yet, in immersing myself in orality, I discovered new
territory that had the potential to positively impact not only my violin performance, but
also in a more comprehensive way, my musicianship.
When I inquired of my husband how he trained himself to learn to play music by
ear, he answered that for him it came as an epiphany that the life of music was not in the
notes on the page, but was in the sound itself. It is the same for traditional Irish musicians
who grow up in orality. They do not consider sheet music as music because they only
know music as sound. While this concept might seem obvious, it warrants further
examination; known concepts can continue to be absorbed on deeper levels. In fact,
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learning a concept superficially without applying it in every possible way is a easy trap
into which many students fall. Looking at this familiar concept from the vantage point of
the oral world of Irish music will provide a new way to avoid that trap.
When I first began learning Irish music it was generally understood that the songs
and tunes have been transmitted orally since the earliest times. One of my teachers at a
summer Irish festival, Séamus Connolly, who is one of the world’s champion Irish
fiddlers from Killaloe in County Clare, Ireland, recounted to me that while growing up,
his brothers would hear about a new tune being played at a session in Newtown, about
ten miles away and send him to that session to learn the new tune. Séamus would ride his
bike to Newtown, Co. Tipperary where he would learn the tune, and return home to teach
it to his brothers, as well as the other musicians in his home session. He explained to me
that new tunes were spread in this purely oral way, completely devoid of any form of
notation.3 However, Irish music was to some extent a literate tradition as early as 1724
when A Collection of the Most Celebrated Irish Tunes, by Dublin music entrepreneurs
John and William Neale was printed.4 Other collectors of songs and tunes who came after
the Neale bothers, including Edward Bunting (1773-1843), George Petrie, (1798-1866),
William (1796-1853) and Henry (1798-1889) Hudson, and others, both collected and
transcribed these tunes. However the act of transcription created some debate over what
the real melody was. Thomas Moore in commenting on the work of Edward Bunting
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claimed that his transcriptions included too many “tasteless decorations” making it
“sometimes impossible to trace the original strain.”5
In 1851, after the great famine of 1845-49, the Society for the Preservation and
the Publication of the Melodies of Ireland was founded. These early musicologists would
not necessarily be considered folk musicians, although some of them would play
arrangements of Irish melodies, being classically trained. The material that they
published presented a way to view the tradition and its performance practice from a
distance.6 Jimmy Moran, author, uilleann piper, and lecturer in Irish studies at places
such as Boston College, University of Limerick, and Waterford Institute of Technology
stated that,
These early nineteenth-century collectors were among Ireland’s intellectual and
social elite. They were motivated by a love of the music fuelled by patriotic and
sometimes nationalistic zeal. Unlike the collectors in the latter part of the century
they were not, in general, ‘of the people.’ Nor was their published work intended
for the folk from whom it was collected which, again, was in contrast to the later
collectors.7
Francis O’Neill and James Goodman would belong to the second category as they
were socially closer to the music that they collected: O’Neill was an accomplished
traditional flute player and Goodman was a native Irish speaker, sang Irish songs and
played the pipes. In addition, they did not engage in the same music analysis in which the
earlier collectors were involved.8
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In spite of the published collections of tunes, the majority of Irish musicians
continued to pass down tunes, songs, and stories orally since most students of Irish music
did not learn to read music. Séamus Connolly also told me about two musicians who
contrived a plan to bring home a new tune from a particular music gathering. They chose
a tune that they both liked and each one agreed to learn a part, i.e. one would learn the
“A” part and the other the “B” part. It was easier to get the whole tune that way.
Although he was not sure how many people used this method, it was an effective one
when there were no teachers in the area to pass along tunes. As he told me, “Almost all
traditional folk musicians learned by listening, listening and listening. That was the only
way that was offered to me when I was young.”9
While most Irish musicians did not learn to read music, a system of notation was
developed in the 1980s that uses capital or lower case letters for notes, depending on the
octave, and spaced in such a way to indicate if the notes are eighth notes, quarter notes, or
dotted quarter notes. This method, referred to simply as ABC notation, is possible only if
the music being written is a simple melody line and if the player knows the names of the
notes on his instrument. It is not used for sight-reading, but only as a reference for
learning and remembering a tune creating a semi-oral culture alongside the strictly oral
tradition.
Professional recordings intended for commercial release were also means of
spreading tunes, and later recording devices in seisiúns came into use with the advent of
small, portable tape-cassette recorders during the mid-1970s. By the mid-1990s, highquality cassette recorders were affordable, and by 2002, most musicians were equipped
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with MiniDisc recorders and small external microphones.10 YouTube and other social
media methods for the dissemination of tunes is in now widespread use.11 However,
learning music from recordings, which requires only the use of the ears and instruments,
would still be placed under the category of oral transmission.
As with the other previously discussed elements of Irish music that I found
beneficial to classical music, I discovered in its oral nature, other areas that could be
applied, not just to my own playing, but also to the areas of composition and
performance, both solo and large ensemble, as a performer and as an audience member. I
will first examine verbally oral societies to determine characteristics that are shared by
the oral culture of Irish music, and then demonstrate how these characteristics,
specifically the elements of repetition, memorization, and non-visuality are applicable to
classical music.
Repetition in Oral Societies
The repetitive nature of orality, which more closely reflects the way the human
mind works than linear thought, creates works of poetic beauty, and provides space for
and encourages communal participation.
Repetition is characteristic of human speech which in turn mirrors human thought.
According to Walter Ong, compact, linear, or analytic thinking and speech are artificial,
and are constructed by the technology of writing since writing forces the thought process
to slow down, allowing the mind to interfere with and reorganize the natural repetitive

Keegan-Phipps, “An Aural Tradition with a Pause Button: The Role of Recording
Technology in a North East English Folk Session,” 40.
10

11

Ibid.

80

process into a linear one.12 While linear thought is crucial, it does not contain rhythmic
patterns and organizations of poetic verse in the same way that repetitive phrases do. For
example, poetry where every stanza ends with the same phrase is demonstrated by the
136th Psalm. German Old Testament scholar Claus Westermann believes that the psalms
were not first written and then sung, but vice versa, which presupposes the psalms as an
oral tradition that arose first out of worship.13 If it is true that ancient Hebrew poetry
consists of rhythmic arrangements of thought patterns as opposed to rhyming, then Psalm
136 is consistent with this characteristic; the first phrase describes an attribute of God and
is followed by a second phrase, “For His steadfast love endures forever,” (English
translation from the original Hebrew). The next line proclaims another magnificent
quality of God and is then followed by the same repeated phrase, “For His steadfast love
endures forever.” The pattern is repeated always with a proclamation followed by the
same repeated phrase, “For His steadfast love endures forever.”
The lyricism and rhythm of this psalm and other poetry with the same
compositional pattern are also replicated in the jigs, reels, hornpipes, and airs of the Irish
tune repertoire. One example is a jig entitled “Franc A’Phoill” or “King of the Pipers”,
which has five distinct parts, each one ending with the same musical phrase (Figure 3),
creating interest and beauty.
This musical construction could be used as a template for classical composition.
During my professional career I have observed classical composition progress in several
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directions from the point of view of a performer. Perhaps another direction of
composition that reflects the organic element of repetitive thought is worth pursuing.

Figure 3: “King of the Pipers,” Accessed October 13, 2015,
www.thesession.org/tunes/31.

In any case, the repeated phrases that are part of orality not only create poetry, but
they also make opportunity available for participation if performed in front of or within a
group of people. Actually, audiences are willing participants in a performance: If
encouraged to clap with the an obvious beat, they will do so; they will tap their feet and
shout and dance if the music inspires them; and if asked to join in a chorus that is wellknown to them, I have found that most people are enthusiastic contributors. It is the
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repetition of a phrase or chorus that allows people to readily learn the phrase and sing or
play along. There is no reading of music; everyone, regardless of age or skill level in the
audience partakes in an oral exercise.
It is possible that this social behavior is rooted in the communal responsorial
nature of societies where songs are connected with real life activities. Author and noted
critic of music, literature, and the arts, Sydney Finkelstein states that “in tribal societies
music was connected with every side of life.”14 There were labor songs to relieve tedious
toil such as songs for planting and hunting and harvesting, or songs for lighter work such
as spinning songs, children’s songs that accompanied play, army chants for marches,
lullabies, laments, songs for worship, and songs of mourning. In all of this music there
are alternating phrases where one phrase is a call or statement and the other is a response
to the call.15 Finkelstein continues. “This form, of a statement alternating with an answer
of refrain, can often be found in speech itself, when it takes on the character of a public,
social event, binding speaker and audience together in one common and exalted
experience.”16
Franz Boas, a German-American anthropologist provides one heart-rending
example of spoken call and response where a crowd was gathered half of a mile north of
Willard’s Hotel in Washington, D.C. at midnight on December 31, 1862. As Lincoln’s
Emancipation Proclamation was about to be put into effect, an elderly black woman
called out to three hundred fellow fugitive slaves who joined in shouting the repeated
14
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response. Because the response is simple and reiterated several times, the audience needs
no skill or prior knowledge of the text in order to participate.
Once the time was that I cried all night, What’s the matter? What’s the matter?
Matter enough. The next morning my child was to be sold, and she was sold, and
I never expect to see her no more till the day of judgment. Now, no more that! no
more that! no more that! With my hands against my breast I was going to my
work, when the overseer used to whip me along. Now, no more that! no more
that! When I think what the Lord done for us, and brought us thro’ the troubles, I
feel that I ought to go into his service. We are free now, bless the Lord! No more
that! no more that! no more that, now!17
Participation is vital to Irish music. I have encountered numerous situations while
playing in a seisiún that someone begins to sing and the people in attendance listening to
the music and the musicians playing in the seisiún join in singing the chorus.
A memorable example took place this past summer in an Irish Pub in Yonkers,
New York on a street called McLean Avenue that runs through the center of the town. All
along this street the stream of Irish pubs is occasionally interspersed with an Irish market.
Orange, white, and green flags are on display in every store window and my American
accent seems out of place as I mix with all the Irish transplants who have come to the
United States to work. While I performed Irish music with a singer from County Cork to
the crowd in one of the pubs, the television screens announced County Tipperary’s
hurling victory at the New York Championship game. Suddenly the clientele erupted in
triumphant shouts and began singing songs about their home county, Tipperary. My
colleague encouraged the crowd by singing many of the Irish folk songs he thought they
would know; he sang the verse and the crowd responded by belting out repeated chorus
after chorus. As I witnessed the sheer volume of voices grow deafening as the crowd
worked itself into a frenzy, it struck me that every single person in the room was singing
17
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all the words to all the choruses. In other words, this musical performance engaged
everyone; no one was left out and all were enthusiastic about participating. What came to
my mind in that moment was Walter Ong’s observation that “narrative originality lodges
not in making up new stories but in managing a particular interaction with this audience
at this time - at every telling the story has to be introduced uniquely into a unique
situation, for in oral cultures an audience must be brought to respond, often vigorously.”18
I was experiencing this response as it was being played out in front of me in this Irish
pub, causing me to ask myself some pertinent questions: Is there a way that classical
music audiences could participate more vigorously within the context of the traditional
auditorium environment where there is a definite separation between the stage for the
highly trained performers and the seats for the general listeners? Is there a way for
participation in classical music that does not require prior knowledge or skill?
The level of music making in the Irish pub was not very high although there was a
high level of energy exhibited in the room. I was then reminded of another Irish pub
where the entire crowd seated at the tables broke out into song, however under very
different circumstances and a very different result. I had been asked by a restaurant/pub
owner of an establishment in Memphis, TN called “The Brass Door” to start a new
weekly Irish music seisiún. The owner and I were seated at a table in the balcony
discussing the details of the new seisiún when one of the patrons sitting below began to
sing. It was obvious that this man had a beautifully trained voice. Suddenly the crowd
below joined in the chorus in four-part harmony and I realized that all the patrons sitting
below were men, and that some of them had begun to pull sheet music out of backpacks
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placed on the floor next to them. As I listened to the beautiful music so skillfully
executed rising from below I looked questioningly at the owner seated across the table
from me, and he explained that a men’s chorus had performed a concert that evening and
had reserved the restaurant for post-concert reception. This was no unrehearsed
performance. Actually much skill and preparation had preceded the seemingly
impromptu scene that I was witnessing. Comparing the two bar scenes, in both situations
everyone was participating. Yet one performance required little musical skill resulting in
a loud performance that was difficult to listen to, and the other demonstrated a level of
ability and preparation that must be present in order for the performance to be a good
one. In other words, the more spontaneous and inclusive the participation, the more the
quality of performance suffers.
In Irish instrumental music composed in a similar form to the previously
mentioned “Franc A’Phoill,” repeated phrases give the musicians who are gathered for
the sole purpose of playing tunes a chance to learn new music. The sections in a tune that
all end with the same phrase are repeated twice before moving on to the next section. The
whole tune is then repeated three or four times, so ultimately each section is played six or
eight times, creating space for improvisation, but also providing the musicians who are
engaged in a seisiún and who may be hearing the tune for the first time an opportunity to
play along as they learn more and more of the tune with each repetition. The repeated
phrase at the end of every section is the most accessible and can be quickly grasped,
allowing for the immediate participation of all the musicians involved.
Since most Irish tunes can be played with different degrees of complexity, taking
part is not restricted to the very advanced: all playing levels can join in, since, in this
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situation, the only criteria for participation is to know the tune or be able to learn it very
quickly. However, it is true that knowledge of how to play an instrument is also a
prerequisite for participation and requires an investment of time and a development of
skill. Still, the fact that so many can participate in Irish music is of great interest to me. I
propose that classical music could be more accessible to its community if it were to
somehow adopt this participatory element, although it would not come as a result of
repetitive phrases in a piece. So then, since playing classical music requires many years
of study, expertise, and preparation, how can classical music be participatory yet still be
competitive and challenging, and performed at a standard worthy of the composition?
Even though all audience members at a classical concert should be intellectually
participating in a performance, in my experience that is often not the case. The following
paragraphs tell the story of one American orchestra who creatively accomplished
participatory performance with its audience and community while retaining a standard of
musical excellence.
South Dakota Symphony orchestra was established in 1985 and currently
performs a full season. The orchestra is made up of full-time and part-time musicians
who won auditions for their positions. Their music director, Delta David Gier, is an
exceptional musician who has conducted all over the world and continues to work with
orchestras such as The Cleveland Orchestra, Philadelphia Orchestra, Chicago Symphony,
American Composer’s Orchestra, Columbus Symphony Orchestra, Phoenix Symphony,
Saint Louis Symphony Orchestra, Singapore Philharmonic and the Kiev Symphony
Orchestra. Gier won seven ASCAP awards for his innovative programming that featured
works of Pulitzer Prize-winning composers. When he took over the position of music
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director of South Dakota Symphony he was faced, as are many conductors across
America, with the challenge of leading an orchestra in a community that did not
necessarily value classical music.19
South Dakota Symphony is located in Sioux Falls, SD in a region with a large
Lakota Native American population. David Gier held a strong conviction that in the
prevailing trend of the reinvention of the American orchestra, instead of the ultimate goal
of staying afloat by various unconventional means which so far had not served many
orchestras, if any, very well, one of the primary goals of an orchestra should be to serve
the people of its community. For the South Dakota Symphony that community
encompassed the entire state of South Dakota and Gier’s desire to serve eventually
culminated in the Lakota Music Project. The Project began with a chance encounter at a
Martin Luther King Day celebration with a woman in the African-American community.
Gier asked her how the orchestra could be involved in Martin Luther King Day; being
from New York City he was under the impression that racial tension between blacks and
whites existed everywhere in diverse communities. However, she informed him that in
Sioux Falls the real racial issues existed between the white people and the Native
Americans, particularly the people from the Lakota tribe.
Surprised by this information, Gier initially held a luncheon to which he invited
leaders of the Lakota tribe for the purpose of discussing ideas for collaboration. He was
met with total distrust as these tribal elders were certain that they were being cheated and
the orchestra was going to somehow benefit financially from them. After the luncheon,
only one man expressed interest in a collaborative project that would involve his tribe and
19
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the orchestra, and it took a whole year of travelling around the state of South Dakota with
this man speaking to tribal elders and other cultural leaders to gain the trust of the Lakota
people and to form a group of willing participants in creating something not yet defined,
to serve a community of people that endured prejudice and mistreatment from much of
the white population. It was when Gier decided to focus on what the two communities
had in common rather than what makes them different that a defining moment occurred
for him. One tribal leader told Gier that one of the responsibilities of the Lakota people
was to preserve and play the four hundred-year-old songs in order to celebrate their
heritage. That was exactly the role of a symphony orchestra, Gier realized, to be stewards
of the best music of a four-hundred-year-old culture to present for preservation and
celebration to our modern society. It was this very point where the white community and
the Lakota people intersected and it was here, at this initial point of connection, where he
would begin to create a project of partnership between these two cultures.
The result was a concert involving a Lakota drumming group called the Creekside
singers in a side-by-side setting with the South Dakota Symphony to present music that
portrayed themes that were common to humanity and to demonstrate how this music
functioned in the respective cultures. The first half of the concert was alternating
performances of the South Dakota Symphony and the Creekside Singers performing
songs from their respective traditions on four common aspects of life; love, war,
mourning, and celebration. To present the concept of love, Gier chose the love theme
excerpts from Romeo and Juliet by Tchaikovsky and Wagner’s Siegfried. The swordfighting theme in Prokofiev’s Romeo and Juliet and “The Sabre Dance” by Khachaturian
were used to demonstrate the concept of war, and Barber’s “Adagio for Strings” depicted
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mourning. Finally the idea of celebration was shown in Handel’s “Royal Fireworks
Suite” and the “Simple Gifts” portion from Copland’s Appalachian Spring. Traditional
music from the Lakota tribe on these same four human experiences were interspersed in
the orchestral music along with a dialogue between David Gier and the Creekside
Singers.
The second half of the concert included all the musicians in a performance of
commissioned works by a white composer and a Lakota composer. According to David
Gier, many of the members of the orchestra commented that this project was one of the
most important things they had ever done musically. They were inspired and challenged
by the sheer emotion that came out of these Lakota musicians which they felt was not
often equaled in classical music. Everything the Lakota musicians played and sang was
saturated with meaning because of the ritual and sacredness that accompanies their music
and this was noticed by the orchestra musicians and audience members who gained a new
respect for the Lakota people as a result of this project.
After more than twenty-five performances of the Lakota Music Project, Gier
believes that community engagement is the most important activity that an orchestra can
do. However, it begins with truly caring about the communities that the orchestra is
serving and then the willingness to leave the concert hall and explore other performance
options while seeking to engender understanding and healing between estranged people.
With only a two million dollar budget, the South Dakota Symphony has created a
template for other American orchestras to engage with their communities while
continuing to safeguard the quality that classical musicians spend their lives pursuing.20
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The vision that Delta David Gier has for his orchestra is one that orchestras in these
present times must adopt in order to engage their communities and is summarized by
Sydney Finkelstein in his book, Composer and Nation: The Folk Heritage in Music.
The moving power of music, like all art, rests upon two truths underlying all
human life. One is the basic kinship of people, underneath their differences. If this
kinship, the awareness of common needs and mutual ways of growth, did not
exist, then a work of art could not be both an individual creation and a social
possession. The other is the ability of people, through cooperation, to learn from
one another, both are seen in the past history, as well as in the present life, of
music, If a song from ancient times moves us today, it is because we discover a
human kinship between the long dead singer and ourselves, if we are moved by a
song from China or Africa, or if people in distant places are moved by an
American folk song, It is again a discovery of human kinship.21
Another function of repetition in oral societies is as an aid for memory. In an oral
culture, once knowledge is acquired, it had to be constantly repeated or it would be lost.22
In addition, the manner in which repetition is used to enhance memory is very specific;
the process by which an oral tradition remembers events, history, music, etc., relies on
formulaic thought and expression, and rhythm. The earliest oral poets from as long ago as
1500 B.C. had an abundant repertoire of different epithets from which they could draw
upon and piece together in order to meet any poetic or story-telling demand.
Consequently, the story was presented differently at each telling, since, as was previously
stated, oral poets usually do not work from verbatim memorization.23
Suppose a person in an oral culture would undertake to think through a particular
complex problem and would finally manage to articulate a solution which itself is
relatively complex... How does he or she retain for later recall the verbalization so
painstakingly elaborated?
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The only answer is: Think memorable thoughts. In a primary oral culture, to solve
effectively the problem of retaining and retrieving carefully articulated thought,
you have to do your thinking in mnemonic patterns, shaped for ready oral
recurrence. Your thoughts must come into being in heavily rhythmic, balanced
patterns, in repetitions of antitheses, in alliterations and assonances, in epithetic
and other formulary expressions, in standard thematic settings... in proverbs
which are constantly heard by everyone so that they come to mind readily and
which themselves are patterned for retention and ready recall, or in other
mnemonic form.
Protracted orally based thought, even when not in formal verse tends to be highly
rhythmic, for rhythm aids recall, even physiologically.24
Philip Bohlman, ethnomusicologist and professor of Music and Humanities at the
University of Chicago states in his book on folk music, that the “oral transmission of folk
music depends on memory and the mnemonic devices that facilitate it.”25 Most people are
familiar with mnemonic devices for the purpose of memorization. Music students
throughout history learned the names of the lines on a treble clef staff by remembering
the phrase, Every Good Boy Deserves Fudge, or some variation of it. If it is true that what
Ong and Bohlman and other scholars purport, that mnemonics are integral in orality and
in oral transmission because it is also integral in the human thought pattern, then it would
seem that music, the basic structure of which is arrangements of patterns of scales and
arpeggios, is shaped much more by orality than literacy. When music is orally transmitted
using mnemonics rather than verbatim repetition, the inadvertent result is transmission
with slight changes, i.e. creative development with each performance of the orally
transmitted piece. In this case, “the piece then, is really a composite of many different
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performances... ,”26 Albert Lord noted in his study on memory in oral societies. The
mnemonic device then has a dual role; it serves as a memory aid and it becomes a
catalyst for creativity. This is exciting information for classical musicians who are
required to memorize large amounts of music and to perform as the music if each
rendition of a particular sonata or concerto is new and exciting. Instead of learning a
piece of music in a strictly linear way from first note to the last note, the piece could be
assimilated initially by its mnemonics which then could be pieced together to give the
performer a better mental image of the music. For example, in a the Allegro movement of
the second violin solo sonata in A minor by Bach, a phrase consisting of an ascending
arpeggio for one octave followed by descending scales from the fifth scale degree to the
tonic is used extensively throughout the movement. If each pattern of arpeggio and scale
is indentified and practiced in all keys and all positions on the violin so that the phrase is
mastered completely and then assembled, the violinist would learn the piece differently,
and memory in performance would be more solid. Additionally, experimentation can be
used while practicing the phrase to explore the possibilities for performance. This
suggestion is for those musicians who either have difficulty with memory, or who are
simply curious about a different approach.
In Irish music repetition provides opportunities not just for creativity, but for
actual improvisation. In most classical music, because of a responsibility to the
composer, musicians will not actually change notes. But improvisation is not limited to
composing a cadenza on the spot or adding ornaments. It can be a response to an emotion
or an event that is happening in that particular moment resulting in a new way of playing
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a phrase, a new tempo, and then in the case of some compositions where the composer
has given artistic license to do so, to actually change or add notes. Gustav Mahler for
example, gave conductors permission to change his music if they thought it would be
beneficial. In any case, elements of improvisation are essential to all musicians as Yehudi
Menuhin stated in his book The Compleat Violinist.
It amused me, when playing jazz with Stephane Grapelli, to experience for the
first time the services of a rhythm band, in which the players specialize in
providing an absolute rhythm, while the soloist develops a free and flexible line.
A classical musician is obliged to be both rhythmical and flexible. For this reason
I believe that improvisation is an integral part of music making.27
Orality as Non-Visual
A second characteristic of orality in oral societies is that it is non-visual, meaning
that the focus is not on something that is seen, but on what is heard; sound has no visual
presence.28 When sight becomes an abstract concept the performer or listener is able to
see what was not previously visible. In fact, removing sight completely from a listening
experience or performance, or from the process of learning a particular piece or
instrument provides new insights into the music by forcing a new approach.
Donegal fiddle player and educator Coaimhin Mac Aoidh, at a conference on
education of Irish music, tells the story of Con Cassidy, another Donegal fiddle player
and composer of Irish music. A visitor to Con Cassidy’s house was telling Con how
much he thought of a tune that he had written known as “Con Cassidy’s Jig.” The visitor
asked Con to write out the music for him and handed him a piece of paper and pencil.
Con asked his visitor what he would think if they went to an art gallery and he was asked
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to smell the paintings in order to learn how to paint. Con then explained that painting was
an art form of the eye. Therefore, using the nose to smell the painting would not work.
Along the same lines, traditional music was an art form of the ear and using the eye and a
piece of paper would not help this young man learn the tune. He was developing the
wrong organ.29
Removing the visual focus completely can actually allow a new way of seeing.
One example of this concept is in a scene from a movie called, Searching for Bobby
Fischer. The movie is based on the true story of a young chess prodigy named Josh
Waitzkin. Josh who is seven years old, is brought by his father to Bruce Pandolfini,
United States Chess Federation national master, for chess lessons. Bruce, the teacher,
asks Josh’s father what he thinks that chess is and then continues without waiting for a
response to explain that people who play it for fun think of it as a game and the serious
players think it is science; but they both are wrong. He continues, “Bobby Fischer
[eleventh world chess champion, considered the greatest chess player of all time] got up
inside it like no one before him and found at its center ... art.”
At Josh’s first lesson, Bruce put eight pieces on the chessboard.
“Mate is in four moves for the position in front of you. Don’t move until you
figure it out in your head. Don’t look to me for a hint.”
“I can’t do it without moving the pieces.”
“Yes, you can. Clear the lines of men in your head one at a time. And the king
will be left standing alone like a guy on a street corner.” Bruce waits a minute and when
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Josh doesn’t move he says, “Here, I’ll make it easy for you.” He sweeps his arm across
the chessboard knocking all the pieces to the floor. Josh looks over with surprise at the
floor, then at his teacher. Bruce indicates for Josh to look at the now empty chess board.
After a minute of studying the board, Josh looks up at his teacher.
“Knight to C8.”
“Yes!”
At the end of the movie, Josh is facing another chess prodigy a year younger than
himself at the US Primary Championship Tournament. They are the final two players left
to compete for the championship. All of the parents, including Josh’s teacher, Bruce, are
watching the game on an outside screen as they are not allowed in the room where the
game is taking place. At some point in the game Bruce realizes out loud that Josh’s
opponent has made a mistake. Then, as if talking to Josh he says,
“Look deep, Josh. It’s there. It’s twelve moves away, but it’s there. You’ve got
him. Take his pawn with your pawn. G takes F6, forking his bishop and rook. Don’t take
back with your bishop. You’ll need it to guard E7. He’ll take back....” And he continues
naming all the moves that will bring the game to checkmate. Then, he issues one final
instruction to the screen, “Don’t move until you see it.”
“I can’t see it,” Josh says to himself.
“Don’t move until you see it.”
“I can’t see it.”
“Don’t move until you see it.”
Josh then recalls the scene early on in his lessons when Bruce knocked the pieces
on the floor, removing the ability to see the pieces in their places on the board and forcing
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Josh to look at the game differently. Josh replays the dialogue in his head, including the
dramatic moment when the pieces hit the floor.
“Here, I’ll make it easy for you,” Josh hears again in his head.
Josh, back in the current game, looks at the chess board as if it was empty. In the
other room Bruce recognizes the moment that Josh “sees” all the moves until the end of
the game and proclaims,
“He’s got it!”
Josh suggests to his young opponent a draw by offering his hand over the
chessboard.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” questions the opponent.
“I’m offering you a draw.”
“Draw? You’ve got to be kidding!”
“You’ve lost, you just don’t know it.”
“I’ve lost? Look at the board.”
“I have.”
Josh’s opponent tells him to move. The real life Josh also offered the boy a draw
which was refused. When the two boys play out the game they are both standing up,
moving pieces faster and faster, as the inevitability of the game becomes apparent to the
viewer.30
The purpose of including the text of these scenes from a movie, however fictional,
is to endeavor to illustrate something of what I experienced when I removed notation and
sight from my musical perception and entered into the oral culture of Irish music.
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However, my true first encounter with non-visual orality was an unexpected situation that
occurred in my first college teaching job.
I was working at a college in the lower part of Manhattan, New York. The music
department was new and struggling to become accredited and I was hired to teach music
theory, music history, ear-training, piano, and violin--many subjects for one teacher. One
of my piano students was a young albino man who suffered from nystagmus, a condition
associated with albinism, that caused his eyes to constantly and rapidly move back and
forth, rendering him incapable of seeing much, if anything at all. I was given the task of
teaching him to play classical piano. Since he already could play pop songs that he had
learned by ear, I decided to teach him Bach’s first Prelude in C Major because I hoped he
would be able to orally grasp the harmonic progressions of the prelude and then simply
arpeggiate the chords.
At the time, I did not know how to learn by ear and I quickly discovered that the
learning curve was a sharp one. As I taught my student, my mental picture of Bach’s
Prelude became something new and unfamiliar to me. I had to enter into the oral world in
order to teach my blind student as I eliminated sight from playing music. Ong said that
sight isolates, but sound incorporates. In other words, to look at a scene or object requires
recognizing what is being seen as separate from the viewer. On the other hand, to hear is
to let sound flow from all around into the listener.
Vision comes to a human being from one direction at a time: to look at a room or
a landscape, I must move my eyes around from one part to another. When I hear,
however, I gather sound simultaneously from every direction at once: I am the
center of my auditory world, which envelopes me, establishing me at a kind of
core of sensation and existence.31
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I believe that what I experienced in teaching orally was a new and deeper level of
listening that was achievable only because of the elimination of the function of the eye.
And as I also had to learn how to teach the physical handling of the piano without sight, I
experienced auditory perception working in tandem with only the physicality of playing.
That was new for me. I knew what it felt to memorize music and then play without
music. In that situation sight is eliminated in that I do not use it in performance while I
am playing. I do not even need to look at the instrument. Yet, since vision (looking at the
notes) was an essential part of the learning process, the picture of the notes remained in
some capacity in my brain during performance. Learning the notes with no notation
created a new way of listening to sound and an exclusive relationship of sound and
muscle memory that seemed to operate in a different part of my brain. The music that I
learn by ear “looks” different to me than the music I learn with notation. When I learn
with sheet music, I see the staff and notes even when playing for memory. When I learn
Irish music by ear, I do not picture the notes in my head.
When I first started to play Irish music I did not know how to learn by ear; I did
not have that muscle developed. So I learned the tunes with music and then memorized
them. I still cannot play those tunes very well. Once I made the switch to only learn by
ear and then performed those tunes, I experienced performance perhaps more organically.
An experiment for future exploration would be to learn a classical concerto by ear and
adding the music later to see if the piece is performed differently from other
performances where the music was learned the convention way.
In my interview with Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin in Limerick, when discussing
orality, he described musical levels of intelligence and their simultaneous interactivity as
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a car engine having many parts, but relying on their cooperation to make the car run. His
viewpoint is that total listening works with notation--seeing notes on the paper, which in
turn works with tactility--touching the instrument without the need to look at it, which
then works with ergonomics--the shape and design of an instrument for the most efficient
use.32 However, playing Irish music connects listening directly to tactility and the
physical shape of an instrument. Incidentally, the Spanish word used to “play” an
instrument is the verb “to touch.” Mícheál felt that what I was experiencing as my own
embodiment of oral culture met the somatic awareness of my classical training was
vitally important because it was happening within my muscular memory as well as the
neurotransmitters in my head, separate from vision that happens outside of the body.
Stressing the equality of these interactive parts, he explained, “It is as much happening
within your hands, viewing your hands as a form of intelligence in themselves, because
we don’t play music with our head, we play it with our hands, ... There’s also a thing that
has to do with touch and there’s something that has to do with spatial intelligence.”33
In oral societies, words have no visual presence; they are sounds, occurrences,
events, according to Walter Ong.34 Sound has a special relationship with time in that as
soon as a word is spoken, it is gone. Sound in music shares the same distinguishing trait.
As Yehudi Menuhin said, “Music is fugitive, evanescent. The orchestra works very hard
to produce something which is gone almost as soon as it is achieved.”35 Because of this
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ephemeral nature of sound, oral people believe words to relay action,36 according to
Walter Ong and Polish anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski. For oral people, the sound
is the focal point.37 In classical music, if the sound that was being produced was more
connected to the physical action of playing a particular passage that normally presents
technical difficulties, then I believe that action will be facilitated and the technical
problem solved.
That the life of music is not in the written page but in the sound itself, the
conclusion my husband came to at an early stage in his musical training, is widely
accepted but perhaps not always put into practice. Even when musicians know that
notation in classical music is not sufficient to completely replicate what a composer
intends, I have found that they may need to be reminded of this fact so that they can
approach music to find the inner truth and meaning that music and be able to
communicate it through the their instrument. Consideration of the repetitive and nonvisual traits of orality that can be applied to that music can be beneficial in reaching the
objective of every performer to express himself, possibly with a fresh approach. It is a
worthy goal to be able to reach an audience through music by offering a performance to
the listener in the way that Menuhin did, as “someone who has lived and sinned, someone
who remembers his feelings, his weaknesses, so that the contrition he feels and the touch
of nostalgia and remorse become part of the very music he is playing and that is why it
will move an audience whose frailties the musician shares.”38
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CHAPTER 5
IN CONCLUSION: REPERTOIRE IN CLASSICAL-IRISH MUSIC
The facets of Irish music that I consider to be a valuable addition to the practice
techniques and performance of classical music came as a result of my own experience of
learning Irish music. The effect that this music had not only on my own violin playing,
but in the overall way I conceived of music, motivated me to go beyond the application
of these Irish elements to classical performance and investigate compositions that
actually included both art forms.
Classical composers who are Irish have written chamber music, concertos, sonatas
and symphonies throughout history. However, these Irish composers have not been able
to find an Irish nationalistic voice in the same way that composers of art music from other
the countries have. According to John O’Flynn, music by Grieg sounds Norwegian,
Bernstein sounds unmistakably American, and Villa-Lobos, Brazilian.1 Yet there is no
confusion that these compositions are categorically classical. On the other hand,
compositions by Irish classical composers such as Arthur Duff, Joan Trimble, and Aloys
Fleischmann do not have a distinctive Irish sound. It is commonly said that works by
these composers sound “English” even when using a traditional Irish tune as the melodic
material.
One possible reason for this incongruity is simply that playing Irish folk tunes, as
with any authentic playing of folk music, requires such a specific technical approach to
the instrument and rhythmic sense that it cannot be replicated by classical musicians who
have never studied Irish music. Helen O’Shea comments that “playing in the ‘right’
1
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rhythm has long been recognized as the sign of an authentic Irish style.”2 She then quotes
Francis O’Neill, the famous police chief/collector of Irish traditional music who in 1910
wrote,
Few musicians of any nationality find difficulty in playing Irish airs, but many
appear to have little conception of that peculiar rhythm or swing without which
Irish dance tunes lose their charm and spirit. The jig and reel, at their hands,
become a mere jumble of sounds, disappointing to the ear and disqualified for the
dancer.3
Another possible reason for the lack of an Irish sound in classical compositions is
that centuries of oppression from the British imposed on Irish society the idea that
economic and social success were to be achieved through British means. This is obvious
in countless examples throughout years of the history between these nations. The Irish
nationalism that resulted from this kind of oppression created a sentiment that nontraditional musical forms are un-Irish. Thus, Irish composers interested in composing
Irish music have fallen into either a strictly traditional category or an Anglo-Irish style
that tried to copy the music of more “European” composers. This division, unfortunately,
was and still is created by socio-economic differences where Irish classical music was
often associated with the upper classes while at the same time, traditional music was
considered “vulgar and foreign.”4 Then Seán Ó Riada came onto the Irish music scene
and changed the prevailing attitude as he brought into sharp focus this plight of the
composer in Ireland.

2

Helen O’Shea, The Making of Irish Traditional Music (Cork: Cork University Press,
2008), 95.
3

Ibid.

4

O'Flynn, The Irishness of Irish Music, 6.

104

When asked who is the most important Irish classical composer, most Irish people
will speak about Seán Ó Riada (1931-1971). Born John Reidy in Cork City, he was
trained in the western European music tradition. There came a shift in his life when he
embraced his Irishness to the point that he changed his name to the Gaelic translation,
Seán Ó Riada and only allowed the Irish language to be spoken at his home. As an avantgarde composer, he attempted to write works using western classical notation,
instrumentation, and technique that exhibited a recognizable Irish voice by incorporating
the Irish folk music to which he was “sentimentally disposed.”5 One of his most
significant compositions was his score to Mise Eire (I Am Ireland) (1959), a state-funded
film documenting the birth of the Irish state earlier in the century which offered the Irish
people a tangible image of Irish culture that had not previously been achievable.6 As Ó
Riada struggled to merge two genres of music that became for him increasingly
irreconcilable, he discovered that the aesthetic for which he was striving was confusing
and despite his popularity and productive compositional career, eventually came to the
conclusion that it was impossible to create new classical music from traditional Irish
sources on the basis that the two musical systems were artistically and conceptually
incompatible. His entire compositional life was summarized by his verdict that “the first
thing to note, obviously enough, is that Irish music is not European.”7 Author John
O’Flynn made this observation about Seán Ó Riada,
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By focusing on the technical differences of (traditional) Irish music and by
declaring it to be closer to ancient and peripheral musical cultures than to the
aesthetic of contemporaneous movements in European classical music, Ó Riada
articulated a theory that had been foreshadowed in earlier cultural commentary.8
The recognition of the otherness of Irish music that was in existence even before
Ó Riada and then substantiated by Ó Riada, has continued to shape the attitudes of
subsequent Irish musicians, not the least of whom is Seán Ó Riada’s own son, Peadar Ó
Riada.
My research in the area of Irish music and its possible influence on classical
music included interviews with several key scholars and musicians. I knew that an
interview with Peadar Ó Riada in particular would be indispensable because of the
contribution that his first-hand experience growing up with his father and the resulting
personal, intimate knowledge of his father’s concepts and opinions would bring to my
writing. My interview with him was conducted at his home in Cuil Aodha, an area in the
mountains near the Cork-Kerry border that is primarily Irish speaking and especially
connected to the Irish countryside. As I approached Peadar seated in front of a large
computer screen, he, without looking at me, began to speak.
So, your premise about classical music [and Irish music’s influence on it] is false
because classical music is basically European music, and the European model
started developing tempered tone a thousand years ago in Northern European
countries like Holland and Denmark and so on when they developed the
keyboard. The keyboard was the cause of the tempered tone and it is not in sync
with nature, and it caused the 12-tone system.9
I scrambled to retrieve my recording device and notebook from my bag so as not
to miss a word. Two and a half hours later I left his house having been introduced to
ideas of music of which I previously had not heard.
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Peadar’s conception of music, especially in the area of composition, came from
the perspective passed down to him directly by his father and shared by other Irish music
scholars, that the tonality of Irish music is not based on the Western scale. When asked
how he approached composition in light of this viewpoint, he admitted to being a bit of a
fraud in that he could not circumvent the use of Western notation and instrumentation in
his compositions, and out of necessity, when writing for orchestra, felt obligated to use a
conductor. But in describing his compositional method he explained that he wanted to
bring back an essential Irish component to music, that of conversation.
Now you said that your thesis was what Irish music can do to classical music.
Well I will tell you what it can do for classical music. It can bring back to
classical music what music really is: it is a conversation. And the strongest thing
in Irish music is the conversation which is still alive. So, the first line, which is
“How are you doing today?” “I’m very well, thank you. How are you doing?”
“What did you have for breakfast?” Each line follows the other. And each line is
part of a continuing conversation. And in that, that gives you the phrasing then.10
“So how do you end; how do you finish the conversation?” I asked him.
“When you run out of things to say, like any conversation!” he exclaimed as if the
answer should have been obvious to me.
For Peadar, a distinction is made between Western harmony which he sees as
vertical, and harmony in Irish music which he views as a process of adding color to the
flow of the music. For example, he made the analogy of a flowing river where the water
is music and the scenery is the harmony. As the river runs through the woods it has a
specific sound and hue. When the river streams into flat land and green fields the color
and the flow is changed to reflect the new landscape. This process involves establishing
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and recognizing tonal centers that operate, as I interpreted from his description, like
structural columns in building as opposed to harmonic progression. In his words,
the tonal centre represents the flow of the river and the notes and pulses used. All
harmony is background to that river and therefore subservient in every way. It
does not have structures. It does not have form. It does not exist except as an
element to support the presentation of the melodic river. Where it begins to rival
the presence of the river, it begins to compete for attention, thus it has moved out
of its place. Because of its nebulousness, it has great freedom to assume any
shape, texture, color etc as long as it does not compete for attention with the
melodic flow.11
Peadar then played one of his compositions for mens’ chorus in order to illustrate
this point.
The choral piece was composed spontaneously during the filming of a television
series where he was the subject. One summer, for one week a film crew recorded his
daily activities from the mundane cutting of turf to use as a source of fuel, to the
conducting of his choir rehearsals. The producers asked Peadar to compose music for the
series. For Peadar, composing music was not an activity that came by way of sitting
down and writing. But he agreed to the task. In the middle of the week Peadar and the
crew were on top of a mountain near a stream and the cameramen wanted to record
Peadar walking past the stream. Setting up the camera at the optimum angle took a long
time during which Peadar sat watching the water in the stream flowing over a stone and
listened to the popping sound it was creating. A melody was forming in his head from the
picture of the water as well as a rhythmic pattern of five impulses that alternated between
5/8 and 5/4 time signature based on the sound of the water flowing over the stone. This
melody would then be the basis for the composition that came about at a later date.
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In 1991, a member of Peadar’s male chorus, James Ó Súilleabháin, was killed in a
car accident. Peadar asked the poet Donal Ó Liathaín to write a poem for Ó Súilleabháin
using the melody that had been conceived in his mind that day in the mountains. The
beats, the meters, and cadences of Peadar’s melody provided the rhythm for O Liathaín’s
lyrics. Lag Tráth, the poem that arose out of the collaboration, speaks about heroes and
the ocean. “The strong tide ebbs and the hero men leave us. On their Godly secret and
lonely course, the tide turns, and the waves lash on the bland beaches.” The poem went
on to make a descriptive connection between the ocean and the death of friends.
Tráthann an Taoide tréann
Imíonn na sár fhir uainn,
Ar a gcúrsa uaigneach rúndiamharach.
Casann an taoide chughainn,
Lascadh na dtonn cois trá,
Le faor faighille fuaire,
Scairt na bhfaoileán.
Grian is Spéir,
Amharc sléibh,
Múchann ceo,
‘Na nglaisí thar creaga is fánaidh aniar
- Binneas cheoil,
Canad don Long?
Cad é an last ar bórd?
I gCéin siar
Seolann uainn thar íor chuarach na bóchna,
Turann na dtonn,
A freagairt spéirling an cheoil.
Tagann lá don daonaí,
Tagann galoch ‘na threo,
Gairm ón dtaobh clé.

The strong tide ebbs,
The heroes leave us.
On their lonesome, mysterious course.
Towards us the tide turns,
Break of waves on shore,
With lofty cold edge,
The dispersion of gulls.
Sun and sky.
Mountain vista.
Mist disperses,
In rivulets by crags descending from the west
-The sweetness of music,
A shipward song?
What cargo has she?
Far away
It travels from us o’er the sea’s horizon,
The slash of waves,
Answering the sky-sprite of music.
Each man has his day,
A call summons him
A cry from the left side
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As I sat in the ancient house and listened to the emotional music sung in the Irish
language by the male chorus, Peadar spoke to me throughout the piece as if narrating his
compositional process.
“Be listening now to your tonal centers. This is how the whole thing started and
how harmony is used. The first notes are the tonal centers. There is a relationship
between the fundamental center of the tone and each note that surrounds it. They are
singing about the loss of their own brothers, and using the tears to pick at you at the end
was deliberate, obviously.”12
The concept of harmony as tonal centers grouped together as opposed to harmonic
progression was revolutionary for me and certainly a perspective on music that I had not
yet considered. The fact is, previous to my interview with Peadar I tried my own hand at
composing music that combines classical music with Irish musical language. My threemovement violin concerto with chamber orchestra uses the traditional dance rhythms of a
jig and reel, and an air with original melodies that I composed. These newly composed
tunes sound similar to any new tune that is included in the traditional Irish seisiún
repertoire; new tunes continue to be composed and incorporated into the catalogue of
traditional Irish music.
The first movement begins with the solo violin playing a written cadenza that
segues into the jig. The jig is first played by the violinist alone and then joined by the
orchestra as the jig melody is explored harmonically through modulation and
rhythmically through alterations that change the standard jig rhythm of 6/8 to 5/8 and 7/8.
The second movement is an air with an ABA form, the B section introduced as a second
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theme. The third movement is a reel that requires the soloist to have well-developed
classical technique as well as the ability to play Irish music with authentic rhythm,
articulation, and ornamentation. The reel stays true to the form of the Irish reel with
complementary sections that repeat. But extra beats are added in an attempt to move
away from the predictability of the eight bar phrase. Written in loose ternary form, the
first theme returns by way of a fugue to a much reduced version of the A theme. Both A
and B themes share the same key signature; the first in C mixolydian and the second
theme in F major so that the harmonic movement is natural from one section to the next.
One dilemma I encountered in writing was that I found that I used many of the
same chords over and over in orchestrating the melodies I had written. I found that a
pedal tone that imitates the drone of the uilleann pipes was effective for producing an
Irish sounding piece, but became cliché and uninteresting soon after its initial
introduction. However, after hearing what Peadar Ó Riada said about harmony in Irish
music, it became apparent that the undertaking of writing Irish classical music entailed a
deeper knowledge of the structure of Irish music than I currently possessed. The
predicament I faced in acquiring the necessary information was that no book could
explain what I needed to know about Irish music composition and there was nothing for
me to do except what I was already doing: playing the music, listening to as many players
as I could, and talking to those people who were steeped in the tradition to discover the
anatomy of the music as well as its soul.
In the second theme of the third movement, I wrote a line for the solo violin that
was in rhythmic unison with the flute. The viola was added and a few bars later joined by
the first and second violins. It was apparent to me that the classical players in the

111

orchestra were not able to imitate the swung rhythm of the reel that I was playing,
making ensemble a challenge.
Another challenge was in the percussion section. In attempting to create the sound
of the bodhran (the Irish drum) I wrote the percussion part for timpani which changed the
timbre of the piece from Irish sound to an orchestral one. A bodhran would not have been
heard above any of the other instruments as it is naturally soft. However, if there was a
way to amplify the bodhran without compromising its sound, and to employ one who
would be capable of functioning in an orchestral setting, the bodhran player would be
improvising while the rest of the orchestra played what was written on the page since
bodhran players typically do not read music. The resulting performance would have been
much more in line with traditional Irish music in that there would be no way to predict or
control the outcome.
Mícheál O Súilleabháin of the University of Limerick has also experimented with
this combination of musicians who read music and those who do not. He described to me
a performance where he would be on stage with a small classical orchestra and would
bring in two or three or more traditional musicians who either could not read music at all
or if they could read, they wouldn’t bother doing it because it was irrelevant to them. “So
I have a bunch of bodies on the stage and everyone is going through their ears, but some
of them are also going through their eyes, and I’m fascinated at creating opportunities for
the two esthetics to talk to one another. And it usually goes wrong, because the esthetic is
different; the sense of beat is different.”13
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In the same way that Mícheál was fascinated by the experiment of combining
together two groups of musicians to see the result, I am also an advocate of exploration in
music to see where it can go, even if the end product is not what was originally intended
by the composer or the musicians.
Tommy Potts (1912–1988) was a virtuoso Irish fiddle player and composer
from Dublin. Influenced by both jazz and classical music, Potts made Irish music highly
individualistic in his treatment of it as a creative art form rather than as strictly dance
music. Although only one commercial recording of his playing was ever made, he
achieved recognizable status among traditional musicians for his unusual treatment of
tunes. For example, in addition to adding atypical ornaments and taking great liberties
with the actual tune melody, he would also add beats or slight pauses between the beats.14
Consequently, Potts is acknowledged today as a figure of vital importance to the
evolution of Irish folk music which he attributes to something he calls “The Blood Red
Tear” and “The Hidden Note.” The blood red tear is found in looking deep into a pint of
Guinness, a symbol of Ireland to many Irish people according to Jim Duffy, quality
manager for the Guinness company.15 At first glance, the beer appears to be only black
and tan in color. But Tommy Potts points out that if you truly look at it, there at the
bottom of each pint glass is a small oval of light that has a deep red glow- the blood red
tear. According to Potts, Irish music should be scrutinized in this same way, beyond the
initial impression of a tune. If the player of Irish music looks deep into the tune there is a
14
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hidden note that, if discovered and changed, can transform the whole color, feel, and
meaning of the tune. His observation that tunes can become stunted due to repetitive
playing of the same version and that there is great necessity in searching for that one note
or one element that will allow the tune to blossom into something new16 is actually
crucial for all genres of music.
As musicians, we must continually be looking for new ways of expression, new
ways of practicing, and new areas for the music we play to expand and develop. I believe
that one of the current directions of music making in both composition and performance
goes beyond the fusion of different genres of music to something that demands space for
exploration. I have found in the interviews I conducted, particularly with Mel Mercier
and Mícheál O Súilleabháin, professors who both work in traditional Irish music
programs in a university setting, that this space for exploration is being provided for
students and encouraged regardless of the results. For the goal is the endeavor of
attempting something new and amidst the unsuccessful outcomes there will be enough
brilliant ones to warrant the effort.
Socrates believed that life without questioning and examining was not worth
living.17 Continuing to push the limits for the purpose of advancement is imperative. In a
university setting where Irish music and classical music are both taught in close
proximity to one another, there is room for the two genres to interact for the purpose of
musical development. But the interaction must be initiated and organized. Then, as new
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ideas are formed, they must be subject to similar examination so that the new music does
not become mundane. Then, as music making is explored in new ways, new insights into
the musician who make the music also are achieved.
Mel Mercier of University College Cork believes in the value of looking at one’s
own biography to see what may be active and working its way out through his or her
music. And in searching oneself new musical identities can be discovered. These
discoveries allow oneself to at least find common ground in other genres of music, if not
to embrace them. Mercier claims that in Ireland, “increasingly, there are places where
you can bring the full extent of your musical identity which is in formation.”18 I would
like to see this happen more intentionally in the United States. For it is this identity,
which is possible with the deliberate interaction with other forms of music, will not
necessarily require musicians to learn to play other art forms. But it is in the act of
seeking, of exploring, and of incorporating aspects of music outside of one’s immediate
circle that keeps music alive and leads to growth for the music and for the musician.
On that evening in the old pub in Scotland back when I first was introduced to
Irish music, the engagement that I observed by all the musicians present despite their
level of technique or musical understanding, was what I felt missing from many
musicians, both students and professions, with whom I worked. The extent to which
music can be explored because of this intense level of engagement, in my opinion, has
not yet been realized. I offer my contribution in seeing some of these possibilities
realized.

18
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APPENDIX A
Interview with Peadar Ó Riada

P: So your premise that classical music is false because classical music is
basically European music and the European model started developing tempered tone a
thousand years ago in Northern European countries like Holland and Denmark and so on
when they developed the keyboard. The keyboard was the cause of the tempered tone.
and it is not in sync with nature and it caused the 12-tone system. It had to because
Western culture, all over the world now. is based a lot on numbers, so when they have the
scale and they divided it into the 12 tones and scales and then you have things like key
signatures and time signatures and numbers. This all comes from the Roman thing of
measuring things all the time. And that tradition that developed and evolved through the
medieval times and the renaissance and so on into what we call today, classical music.
But after the romantic period from Beethoven and I supposed Mahler was the last of
them, Schoenberg arrived along 1912 and shattered the whole thing with his new way of
looking at music, the 12 tone, atonal new way and the thing that happened then, that
reflected, music always reflects what is happening in society or civilization. So I would
think of that like a sun flower,. You know, it grows and it grows and it flowers, and in the
evening sun it seeds. And that is what we are going through at the moment with Western
culture and civilization, we are seeding, we are starting lots of new things and music is a
reflection of that. So performance in western music, its ghost, it’s f-----, there’s no
balance any more. But people are afraid to talk about the Emperor’s New Clothes. And
they are afraid to say it. And there’s a lot of intellectual b------- going on. For decades
and decades now because they are scared, because it means the whole foundation, their
careers and their whole ethos is shifting, shifting, shifting. And you compare that to, for
example the family that I know from India, who, when they were inventing tempered
tone, in other words the keyboards or so from Northern Europe This family were already
court musicians in Indian classical music. And they had been father to son, father to son,
father to son, all those generations down, not allowed to play folk music or traditional
music as we know it, Indian folk music, pure Indian classical music that is still exactly
the same today as it was a thousand years ago, while the European model has grown,
flowered, and seeded. So there are other cultures there but we don’t have the tools to talk
about them or measure them or the language or the concepts to understand them and we
keep talking about Irish music which is not European music other cultures, African
cultures and civilizations, and whatever, the pygmies or whatever it is in the rain forest.
we keep talking about them using concept and language that relate to western thought and
western civilization. So its not a very easy thing to do, to transcribe the concept that is
foreign into the language of western music, particularly as western music, the English
language is a very good reflection of western cultures and western civilization. It is very
workman-like, highly accessible, and very easily learned and so on. But there are limits
to it. So the average daily vocabulary of somebody who speaks in English is 400 words.
Whereas in the Irish language, which is a much older language, the average daily use for
an indigenous speaker is 1,400-1,500 words because the inherent culture in the blood
stream of the indigenous person from Minyanli finds a need to express itself in ways that
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the English language won’t provide. And that’s why the people like Joyce and Yeats and
Beckett and so on who shoveled their shoulders or their impulse into the English
language to create new words because they couldn’t get the sense of it or the rhythm of it.
Now you start talking about Irish music and you see how defunct the terminology is. I’m
currently actually writing and putting together a new set of terminologies which are in
Irish and, using the Indian terminology for an example again, to explain again outside of
Irish culture and the English language equivalent. There is no equivalence in the English
language so I have to use combinations of words to explain what the various
ornamentation term means.
H: Can you give me an example of that?
P: Well, the very basic structure itself when you talk about a key. It’s one of
twelve possible keys, well 24 if you count minor. You don’t say that in Irish music. It’s a
tonal center you don’t have key changes as such because the relationship between a note
and the tone center is different to key changes. Key changes are like driving along a road.
You can take a turn to the left and go on a new road in a new key, and after another turn
go on another road its completely in relation to the first key. Now the trick by a lot of
European composers in recent centuries is to try and do a little journey like this and
return to the first key again. European form or western form is sonata form ABA, you
know. Freud, male/female, in film: good cop/ bad cop, crisis/catharsis and resolution. It’s
the same format; all those formats are exactly the same. It runs through films, television,
music, everything this kind of A and B format. Irish music is not like that at all. Irish
music is cyclical so you have ABCDEFG. You know you see the manuscript and you see
the snake with its tail in its mouth. I start where I finished. My father had a great
description for that. He said that the sun rises in the east and travels south during the day
and sets in the west and everyday is exactly the same. But the ornamentation of each day
is completely different. That’s the way with Irish music. So when we play a melody, it’s
not the melody that we are playing . It’s the use of the notes in the melody that we are
using as a vehicle to express our creativity. So it’s constant variation. But nowadays,
when musicians play Irish music, they just play the notes together and put their efforts
into rhythm. So we get lots of accompanying instruments. And that’s a foreign concept to
Irish music. It’s a recent adjunct in the last 40-5- years. And the problem about that kind
of influence on Irish music is that is makes it sterile so that it can’t produce babies. A lot
of music that you hear composed in the Irish idiom today is intellectually constructed and
therefore it has the wrong structure and format. We call that note wanking. It will not
produce a baby. Instantly made and instantly forgotten. Do you understand what I mean?
H: Yes.
P: So When you are painting a painting, if you are an amateur, you can just say,
"That looks nice. I’ll have a bit of this color and a bit of this color and it’s pleasing," and
so on. But it will lack an inherent form or structure or balance and it won’t be a
masterpiece. Learning structure and form and balance is something that takes a long time,
a long apprenticeship. And sometimes a stroke of genius, maybe you have the luck to
have a stroke of genius and you inherently feel it. The fast majority of people never have
the time to learn it. It’s a craft to learn. The same applies to music. You compose. You
can’t just sit at a computer and say, "Let me have a little piece of this and a little piece of
that," and put something together and string it along like a long piece of colored
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wallpaper. That’s note-wanking; instantly pleasurable and instantly forgotten. Do you
understand the difference?
H: Yes.
P: So when you are talking about, first of all your thesis is about the influence of
Irish music on European culture, or western culture, or what you would call classical
music, which obviously classical means that something has been developed to the nth
degree and it can’t go any further, and it becomes classical. So neo-classicism which is an
imitation of classical, for example the ne-Roman style is permeating a lot of new
American stuff in the last decade, you know, imitating the Roman ideal of structure and
form. Their government is like that, you know. The president like Caesar, near to God, if
not God himself, and the power seminating all the way down. And structures, AB,
good/bad, republic/democrat, nothing can break into it; that’s the model. So coming back
to the reverse of your thesis, talking about how Western thought and music is affecting
Irish indigenous music, Irish indigenous music is much older. People call it Celtic music,
that’s b-------. There are Celtic elements in it, but it goes way back. It’s like you have a
stream flowing along and you’d fire a load of earth into the water and it would change the
color of the water for a few miles and it would clean off. In the same way you would
dump a whole lot of Celts into the Isle of Ireland and the people who are there and it
would muddy the water for a while but it would then be absorbed into, and the gene pool
would be enriched, and new traits would come in. We can see a Celtic web, as it were, a
skein on top of the Irish indigenous thing before. But there are a lot many different tribes
of Irish people. Now Western thought does not allow us to accept any of the Irish
accounts of our own history because it is using European ideals that says that something
has to be written down to be verified. And so what are your sources for your thesis?
Quote your sources. And you quote this book and that book, and this manuscript and that
manuscript. And of course they can be full of lies as the old tradition can, an
exaggeration. Because they are written, Western thought thinks that they have to be true.
That’s the evidence, or the trait. But the trait could be all of lies. Because it is written
doesn’t mean it’s the truth. We know that for example in all the accounts that are written
about history and the War of Independence around here, because the majority of the
scribes, the people are accounting for it people who are working for the English approach
to it. Irish people who put the English view of things, the English form of life was more
civilized, the indigenous form, and there was a kind of a tut-tut about it, this sort of pity
about it, there are some interesting things in the Irish culture baggin who civilized it so
that it was accessible to everyone, so that it was more civilized and acceptable to
Europeans, Westerners. and that has been going on for the last hundred years. Celebrating
a century for next year and all that time so there’s this constant friction between
understanding what the Irish idiom is and the Irish idiom is a deep seated form of
expression that needs to come out but can’t come out its constantly being shrink-wrapped
and bubble wrapped and pinched and punched by the western yardsticks in every form of
life and that’s been done because a lot of people that run the country, are in authority of
our country are of the view that our indigenous format should be our music, our way of
life, our attitude that they should be civilized. So I give a good example, the very basic
tenants of our relationship with each other and in life in the indigenous mold is very
different to western thought. In western thought, justice is another word for revenge.
which comes from the middle eastern concept, an eye for an eye, a tooth for the tooth,
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Jewish or Muslim. It’s this idea of treating evil with evil or good with good, kind of a
bargain. whereas the Irish ethos, when the Christianity arrived here for some reason there
was already an existence or some kind of structure that grafted very well with it because
it reflected it, so we have the basic rules and we still have generosity and the rule that you
have to welcome the stranger to the house, you must always share your food. So that’s
this indigenous urge that’s still there amongst Irish people they put down too much food
at lunchtime incase a stranger would call. And they would share what they have. If you
go to Europe and go to Belgium for example as I did and live there and you go to a house
and there’s three of us eating, there would be three pork chops and there would be exactly
29 peas per person, two small potatoes and there would be no waste. And you would go
to an Irish house and there would be three pork chops and one in the fridge in case
somebody comes that wouldn’t be cooked and there would be huge heaping spuds and
peas and if anyone extra comes it would be shared. It’s a different concept in the same
way the Irish nation was never one central nation as is the driving force in the European
or western model, which is you create a center of power a leader, a king, a general, a
president and they control the area using the model of force, so you have the army
structure. But they also had what we call nowadays the security system which would be
police and courts and judges and jails. That’s a very foreign concept to the Irish thing. In
the Irish thing, just like the poets travelled from one family, extended family area to the
next, in the same way the judges travelled. And they learned their law in a long
apprenticeship. We were an old tradition so they learned it in verse form. If you change
one word in a line regarding to the law, the law would be altered in two generations, or in
a very short period of time. So you have to be absolutely accurate. This is a concept that
Western thought finds very hard to deal with; the idea that someone could learn
something by memorizing it keep it accurately without changing it, because in Western
thought, and Western civilization they abrogated that role of memory to written word, or
computer now. Hence what are your sources? So in our society the judges traveled
around and the families were responsible for their members, the extended family. So a
nephew of mine bashed your car. The judges would come once every 2 or 3 years and
then they did fix all the problems within the area. And the question of your family and
my family, there be an account of my nephew bashing your family’s car, and they would
fix the value of what the damage was. And then my family would be responsible for
paying your family. Now if it was a heinous crime like murder or something like, that
there would be a huge payment to be made. Well what my family would do then is I
would put my nephew into indentured slavery for maybe 10 years to make up the money.
So there’s no jails or no policing or none of that because every family would be
responsible for their own numbers. So the first thing they did when the kids were growing
up but make sure they didn’t steal, rob, kill whatever it is, because if they did then the
extended family would have to pay for it. And the other thing that we did, that I think the
concept is completely misunderstood today, is we give our most valuable child, which is
usually the first born son, we give our most valuable child as hostage to our worst enemy.
So we all held our enemies favored kids so we didn’t attack our enemy.
H: Gave them to live there?
P: Yes. So if I had an enemy in a big fight at the end of it the deal was that we would
swap our favorite children so we wouldn’t attack each other. Understand? Now
underneath that, there was a thing that was going on that was misconceived again, which
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is this business in the autumn time when the cattle, the cattle were kind of the mobile
wealth, but the real wealth were things like poetry and that was a horrendous, that’s not
like in Western civilization that says, ‘Oh how civilized! How wonderful, poetry is!" But
poetry is very sharp-edged instrument; it’s very dangerous. Anyways in the autumn time
the youths would have a lot of pent-up energy, and the way they used to get rid of that is
they would raid each other’s cattle. That’s like the Táin*, a minor version of that, in a
minor skirmish. So, my family would go over to the next hill and raid the cattle over on
the hill over there and their family would come and raid my cattle on the hill over here
and so the cattle kept moving around from place to place. And it kept the kids, the youths,
it soak up their energy and they learned various fighting skills that are necessary at their
age. But it wasn’t something, there would be a few broken heads, but it wasn’t something
that...It was more controlled than it appeared. To Western thought it seemed very
uncontrolled. Now you apply that to music because music is a reflection of, it’s a
language. And you begin to see that what appears to be disorganized chaos in the way we
approach music is actually highly organized too in an overall system, because all these
musicians arrive with all these bloody instrument to all sit down and start playing
together. How could it possibly work? How would they know when to stop and start? But
they do! But the rules are different to western rules. It isn’t just jamming. If there are 7
people playing together, ideally it should be 7 individuals playing completely differently
from each other but all playing in unison at the same time. So if you listen to this fiddle
player with these variations going on over here. at the same time as the box player is
playing the same tune. But because they are using the structure of the tune as a vehicle to
do their own thing.
H: I like that concept a lot rather than two players playing in the same ornaments at the
time.
P: No, no, no, because that is western music which is all about control and authority and
it physically forces the main thing up to that, and increasingly finance and stuff that’s
becoming the controlling authority. That’s why there’s a conductor in an orchestra, to
control so everyone plays exactly the same. It’s a different concept, its centralized
authority in a conductor. God forbid that the orchestra should play without a conductor!
Some of them are actually learning to do it in the last 20 years, and it is highly successful.
H: yes, I played in one once where it was...
P: The conductor wears this, they don’t realize this, but when you see the conductor up
there with his tailcoat and so on, he’s actually wearing the servants livery, the servant
uniform because that’s what servants wore 200 years ago, and the clothes haven’t
changed, but the concept has. They’ve lost what it means, those clothes. They are actually
servant’s clothes, not the boss.
H: they are paid much more than everyone else and they have all the power to hire and
fire people. So where did the idea in the Comhaltas where in the duets and trios where 3
people have to play exactly the same thing?
P: It’s a different animal. Comhaltas is not about music as such. Comhaltas is about
people enjoying each others company and playing together. And that’s very important,
you know? Particularly in the modern world. Then when they get together and have a
chance to play with other and so on, hopefully they will find space to develop their own
individuality and their music will reflect that. But comhaltas is very centralized and as a
result animal of the Western no way trying to grapple with something that is different and
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hopefully it will be successful because first of all it has to survive in the Western world!
So it must find a way to stick their jigsaw into the overall jigsaw so it will be accessible
to all. but it’s like fighting fire with water; you quench the fire with the water, it’s a very
judicial action. It has to be very carefully measured. So the problem for comhaltas, when
they have competitions, and there are hundreds of kids entering the competitions, they all
learn the same tunes, and they bang away at them exactly the same way. And the judges
look for little flaws, not looking for perfection they’re looking for flaws to winnow away
down to the last few. So that’s concentrating on the negative rather than the positive , and
that’s the only way you can deal with something like that where the numbers are so big.
I’ve been there. I’ve been adjudicated at things and I know that when you see 32 kids
playing the same three jigs you just can’t say who’s better than who you just kind of have
to say well he won’t make the last 10 anyway he can’t play good phraseology or just me
just can’t plays instrument or she can’t do this that or the other. You narrow the field
down but the field happens by negativity. So when discussing Irish music I wouldn’t talk
in terms of Comhaltas. I would talk about Comhaltas in terms of the people that play Irish
music.
H: that’s a good distinction to make.
P: it’s a social movement, a good one. Because it gives space for other ends like
language, and venues, and occasions for people to meet. They’re critical.
H: and some music is very much intrinsic in this culture. As a composer, how do you
approach composition in light of this?
P: I don’t. I have to admit that I’m a bit of a fraud in that I just hear it in my ear and I do
it. I have a group there, Triúr, with Martin Hayes and Caoimhín Ó Raghallaigh. We were
kind of busy for three four or five years there. but we’re resting now. We did three
albums and during the course of one of them there’s a film made about the whole
process. I didn’t realize they were sitting over there and we had a slide or polka and it
would seem very short so we need another one to go with that I got out a little box of fags
or little bit of paper that I found on the harpsichord. I began writing it down and I could
hear it in my ears and I didn’t notice the silence and I looked at Martin like, did you
understand that, now? That’s exactly how it happened. I typed into one of these computer
programs to print it out so I could do 3 copies fastly and gave one to Caoimhín and one to
Martin. Then Caoimhín was able to sight-read it much faster than I can, so I had to learn
it back from him. That’s the mechanics of it because sight-reading is a concept of western
music. So what happen to get to that stage? That’s the question, and what happened to get
to that stage is a very long apprenticeship. A lot of it without realization. In other words, I
am my father’s son. And he’s his parents son also.
H: What were his parents?
P: Well, his mother was a local from over here. She was a nurse and she could play the
concertina and sing. And his father played the fiddle, and they were very interested in
Irish music and the language and things like that. Interested in the language in a
conscious way; they were attune to it. For example after my father died and I went to
college in Cork, as a student and would arrive home in the middle of the day because I
was staying with them during the week, and there was a radio soap that had a tune, a
dance tune as the signature tune. And I’d often arrive in because of the time and I would
see the two of them dancing around the kitchen inside to the rhythm of the radio tune,
like set dancing. They were very good dancers. So like in the dancing, that’s a very good
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example too. Like dancing. What we call Céili dancing, and they say, “Oh, Céili dancing
was invented in the late 19th century.” That’s not really true. There was always some
form of dancing. There was a change in medieval times when we went from binary to
tertiary rhythms, which was an import from Europe, a Norman import. There was always
people dancing together. You can see binary formance in Brittany still. But because it is
such an emotional, individualistic thing, that’s why there was always dancing together, I
think, in this country. The patterns will change in the same way that we pass buds before
whatever it is. Like the taste changes as new things come on the market, but dancing was
always there. A lot of the thesis that are written nowadays are all going with Western
terminology and Western concepts and they describe what was here without actually
seeing what was here. Because they can only see whatever their terminology has allowed
them to see.
H: That’s why I am here, this research can’t be done in a library. I need to talk to
people like you.
P: Now you said that your thesis was what Irish music can do to classical music.
Well I will tell you what it can do for classical music. It can bring back to classical music
what music really is: it is a conversation. And the strongest thing in Irish music is the
conversation which is still alive. So, the first line, which is “How are you doing today?”
“I’m very well, thank you. How are you doing?” “What did you have for breakfast?”
Each line follows the other. And each line is part of a continuing conversation. And in
that, that gives you the phrasing then. So the phrasing arises out of the conversation. And
it communicates this sort of thing. In classical music that has been ironed out completely.
And it is now about controlling colors and shades and rhythmic patterns and actual ideas.
Kind of a very sanitized modern intellectual rehashing of what happened in the early
medieval times when they started doing all these palindromes and intellectual stuff, all
this smart-alecky kind of stuff because they... Bach, for example, was prestigious in his
output. He used to maul women, he had a bad reputation for that, he had a lot of kids. But
he would start his day each morning in the church and he would throw two dice over his
shoulder and he would see what numbers landed. That would start him off then. That is
the creativity that was in that. Oh, he was a genius! I mean, everyone can learn from
Bach. That is a different approach. So that is not that process and that process is kind of
mechanical; if it is 6 then 5 must follow. Rules and regulations. So therefore... and that is
the same even today in spite of all that modern intellectual application to these older
concepts. Like, um, Cage- he gets a painting of the auditorium and he gets a whole lot of
colored dots, and the blue ones follow the violin players, and all the all the brass, etc. For
the next two hours we’ll have a piece of music five minutes complete whenever you feel
like it just break in and play. That’s not music; that’s the Emperor’s new clothes. You
know? And yet people will go to huge fancy auditoriums and pay huge sums of money to
see this thing. But he’s because he’s professionally deconstructing, which actually is
constructing as well because everything is the opposite of itself. And it still is the same
mentality, like when personality-wise, when Monteverdi started doing things like
inverting the musical line and turning it upside down, palindrome, doing it in reverse,
Cannons, all this kind of stuff, very clever, you know? Because the rules would restrict
them from doing certain notes after each other. That’s a very different concept, a very
different approach toward sound, managing sound to be a very pleasing affair, or 2.
where sound is a conversation.
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H: But there are rules in Irish music too. Right? Would you say that?
P: Well there are constantly broken at the moment because the basic rule, the
fundamental rule, is that you should never play a round of the tune the same way that you
have ever played it in your life. There needs to be constant variation. The subtler
variation, the better...the subtler the better. Now the other thing about Irish music today is
that it is being covered with a very thick blanket of western concepts as in rhythm and the
accompaniment is coming to the fore then. You have syncopated rhythm coming into it
and all these accompanying instruments, and that doesn’t work with Irish music. Because
the fundamental concept of Irish music is that it is a solo, individual art form. The fact
that we can do it altogether in time is part of, the same way that we all eat around the
table at the same time. But we don’t eat the same dinner. Like I don’t take the same piece
of meat at the same time that you eat and everyone else, which is what European model
would get us to do. So we’d all eat beef, we’d say, but we’d all have different slices of
the same piece of beef. So in what happens with rhythm, there’s a difference between
pulse and rhythm. Do you understand the difference?
H: I think so, but can you talk about it? I’m very fascinated by the rhythm of Irish
music.
P: Well. rhythm is a Western concept. And you can see the epitome of rhythm
with a thing called a rhythm machine, which many bands have now, which at the start
click track, bang, bang, bang. And then they can all groove in to that. That’s rhythm.
There’s a number for that, obviously, time signature. A pulse varies constantly, subtly,
just like your heart varies constantly, subtly and it is influenced by other things whether
it is worry or excitement or whatever. So when you are playing Irish music, if there is a
rhythm section, you can’t hear the pulse because it is drowned out. So it becomes locked.
And another thing that Irish music does is that it is monodic, one note at a time. So your
conversation has to be a stream of notes to get a stream of words, not a slice of a
dictionary, or a slice of a burger where there’s a whole lot of different levels; there is the
meat and mayonnaise and bread and whatever, you know, harmony, the fundamental
dominant, whatever it is, chords. It is a Western viewpoint. It is a vertical music, whereas
Irish is horizontal. And so one note follows another and it follows that again, and you
have to say what you want to say, one note after another, between two chords, for
example. You can say a lot between two chords. And that problem brings up when you
bring in a rhythm section the next thing you know is harmony coming in. And you have
cadences. Cadences denote And you see that influence more and more now in Irish
music because you see lines being punctuated by cadences. Even if there is only one tin
whistle playing one note after another, they finish the line as if there was a IV-V-I
cadence at the end of it. So for example if you are in the key of D, the last line notes
would be D, C#, D, E, D which would be IV-V-passing note V-I. SO it’s, like the chord
of A major followed by a chord of D major. And that is inimical to Irish music, because
in Irish music it is supposed to be continually cyclical. So if you punctuate it with big
gates, which is what a cadence is, you stop the flow, you stop the pulse, you stop
everything. But all the guitars and all the pianos and everything is to justify their
existence.
H: So how do you end then, how do you finish the conversation?
P:When you run out of things to say! Like any conversation. And when people are
playing music like we would play a reel and say, after a while everyone might remind us
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of something else. Say we were talking about an aunt. She crashed her car, and God,
wasn’t that awful, and the whole conversation is about the aunt crashing her car. And
then towards the end of it one of us thinks of suddenly, “But you remember, didn’t that
happen to her brother too?” And then the whole conversation is about her brother
crashing his car, and that’s a new tune. But it is related to the first one. Do you
understand what I am saying? So that is how we gravitate from one tune to the next. But
nowadays, because of this more and more Westernization of Irish music, there are set
patterns emerging. So if it is Drowsy Maggie emerging, then it has to be this one after it,
everyone plays it. And that is losing the spontaneity and creativity of the original way
these things evolved. Usually Irish music tunes are good enough to carry musicians long
enough to play one tune at a time.
H: So is there any harmony that you see? What is the role of harmony?
P: It works differently. It is not harmony in the Western sense which is a vertical
sense of harmony. It is adding color to the flow. So for example if you take an analogy of
a river flowing. which is the music, while it flows through woods, and then you can
change the color of the harmony to going through flat land and green fields, and you can
change the color and the flow to something else. That’s what harmony or added color is. I
give you examples. You have to credit me with these ideas now, because I am sick of
people ripping off my ideas and half presenting it!
This piece of music is, There was a film crew here, I live here with several people
and there is a series and they made me the subject of one of these shows. So they
followed me around for a week, cutting turf and doing this, and doing that, and whatever,
before I was married. Choir practice with the women and choir practice with the men and
learning, all kind of stuff. And in the course of it, they wanted me to compose music for
the film series. But I don’t actually sit down and compose. So I said yes, I will do that,
that will be no problem, obviously. So Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday came. And
Wednesday we were on top of a mountain, I was cutting turf because it was the summer
time and then the mist came in so we had to abandon it. And then we came down and
there was a stream and the cameramen wanted to take a picture of me, (you know the
stupid way that these things are set up), walking past the stream. So here he was and it
was a long time setting up the camera because there was an angle that he wanted to get
over a stone, and the stream was flowing down over the stone. And it was making kind of
a popping sound. So we came back at 2:00. What do we do now? It was too wet and dark
to go film outside, can we do the piece of music? So I had nothing composed! And I said
where do we do it? And I suppose sitting at the piano would be the best because I was
stalling for time. We set it up and they said, “OK, everything is ready! Camera is rolling.
What are you going to do?” So I was trying to think. And then I remembered the stream
and that gave me the pattern. So now if I can find the pieces of music, I will show you the
first version of it first which was a piano, it was on piano. And then what happened after
that was I will have to get the CD.
I explained to you how the piece arrived, now there is a film about how that piece
was composed because they were actually filming it while I was making it up. (He
explains that he started thinking about the stream running over the stone.) I heard da, da,
da, da, da. There were 5/4, 5/8 as it were, and that gave me the rhythm, so I started going
to the piano. You know (0:12) and then I started on the melody coming back thinking of
water going down the hill and then looking and seeing another, describing in my own
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mind, like what I was thinking about, the emotions that I had. I suppose emotions are
important. And so that process was filmed. it is there on record. Then in ‘91, a good
friend of mine, a member of the choir, was killed in a car crash. James O Súilleabháin,
And I was saying to another friend of mine who is also dead now, the poet Donal O
Liatháin, I need a poem about _____ because there was something coming up and we
needed, we wanted something, we always write about big things in our lives. And he
said, “Alright.” Now he usually, always without exception, in every other case, he would
write the poem first and I would set it to music. But in this case I wanted to use this
melody. So I had to write it out for him in a way that he could access the rhythm. The
beats, the meters. His cadences, his language cadences versus the musical cadences and
he did that which I thought was great because it was complicated.
And so Lag Tráth is the poem that arose out of that and it is about (1:50) the
strong tide ebbs, the hero men leave us (1:57) On their secret course, (2:13) Godly secret,
and lonely course. (2:21) the tide turns, (2:25) the lashing of the waves, bland on the
beaches. (2:52) By the sharp edge of the cliffs and lonely watching, and the screech of the
seagull (3:08) Sun and sky, vision of hill...etc. it goes on describes, and it is about that
whole thing of..., and this is what the end result is then, when we have this.
Tráthann an Taoide tréann
Imíonn na sár fhir uainn,
Ar a gcúrsa uaigneach rúndiamharach.
Casann an taoide chughainn,
Lascadh na dtonn cois trá,
Le faor faighille fuaire,
Scairt na bhfaoileán.
Grian is Spéir,
Amharc sléibh,
Múchann ceo,
‘Na nglaisí thar creaga is fánaidh aniar
Binneas cheoil,
Canad don Long?
Cad é an last ar bórd?
I gCéin siar
Seolann uainn thar íor chuarach na bóchna,
Turann na dtonn,
A freagairt spéirling an cheoil.
Tagann lá don daonaí,
Tagann galoch ‘na threo,
Gairm ón dtaobh clé.
Be listening now to your tonal centers. This is how the whole things started about
how does the use of harmony become part of. (music begins on 4:12, false start, 4:36)
The first notes are the tonal centers. (Talking while the music is being played) There is a
relationship between the fundamental center of the tone and each note.
H: I never think of music that way.
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P: They are singing about the loss of their own brothers. So using the tears to pick
at you at the end was deliberate obviously, So it’s not as though we don’t...
Now this is a thing... when my father died I had to kind of pull the choir together
because I was only 16 and they were most of them were, well there’s old men and
younger kids than me, not much younger than me at the time. But most of them were
early 20s and they wouldn’t take any direction or orders from me at the time who
wouldn’t know what I was on about anyway. So I had to find something to pull them
together. And I found this old tape recording. My father had an old friend of mine singing
this bit of a march. But there’s only a verse in it. So we got two songs and put them
together, and called it Mo Ghile Mear which was the name of one of the songs. And this
is the result of that piece of work (9:51) I have no recording of this, this is only a live
performance that was on the radio. So now there is an element ... because there is an
orchestra with a conductor, and obviously there is a rhythm. And the conductor is telling
the choir...And it is kind of explaining it to. So that’s an experiment I haven’t finished...I
have to find space and time, especially when I get my new studio I have time to go there.
Fiddling, after all the b---- I have fitting into Western music and I suppose you could say,
you could ask the question, I’m saying all these things about Irish music, and then I’m
breaking the bloody rules!
Obviously, I presume you know a bit about the kind of music I have been doing.
This is an old woman called Nel Carty. (13:23-14:56) So you can hear from that that she
has ability because she’s double stringing and she is doing various things. She has ability
so she does a lot of deliberate stuff. You would think she was playing out of tune because
our ears are used to tempered tone and so on. Like the fifth in tempered tone is flatter
than an actual fifth really is. So if you are used to playing in orchestra and if there are
people there with perfect pitch, after tuning their violin they always have to flatten their
intervals because their fifths are always wider than they should be. Perfect pitch hears a
proper fifth. So when you have to pair it down, flatten it because all the notes have to be
squeezed into, that’s what tempered tone is. And with fixed pitch instruments and we
have that rammed into life like keyboards, and reed instruments like accordions and all
those things and all those technology’s ramming it home all the time. But when you hear
something that’s outside of that and emphasizing different, like in Indian’s for example,
they divide that tone into 3, shrutis, three thirds. We had a lot of grey areas in our the
remnants which are still with us I suppose this generation would be the last to experience
it and the third and the seventh of a mode of say the key of D. The F♯ or F♮ it was
halfway between both, they call that a false note. And then if you go to the related
dominant key, the third of the key is the 7th of the old key and that is
H: And I wonder if what would happen if you applied that kind of idea to.. maybe
that is how Western music was supposed to be too, that it just lost something.
P: No, No, you don’t... the first thing that everyone has to do is understand their
own. And understand what that language is about and what, how it evolved because that
reflects who they are. I mean if you tell an American that a lot of their culture now is
reflecting middle-Eastern values, they would be horrified. And then you explain to them,
well, justice is not another name for revenge. Revenge is revenge. So if you keep killing
people because they killed someone else, that’s revenge. If you keep bombing people
because they did something against you, or if you did something like the Israelis who
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treble or 100 revenge, you kill one Jewish person ... we are going to kill 100 Arabs, that’s
all based on another culture, and you have to understand, now if you want to change that
people have to decide that themselves. But they have to understand if first before they can
change. And to go along and think that they are Christian which is based on forgiveness,
there will never be peace in the middle east because the concept of forgiveness doesn’t
exist. Do you understand what I am saying? What will happen is when they get to a
position of equal strength, for one reason or another they’ll strike a deal, a bargain, at
which. But it is unequal at the moment so they can’t, won’t ever be, like the Israelis will
never agree to anything, total damnation, because that is the nature of the culture. It’s not
their fault, it’s the nature of the culture. Generations and generations and millennia there
is constant... I am always surprised, like the Irish and the Jewish people, there’s a huge
difference between the Jewish people and the Israelis. The Israelis are like Americanized
Jews. I would prefer to say Romanized Jews because it goes back to the Roman culture
of dominance, you know. But they, the Jewish people are like the Irish. They kind of their
ethos, their whole value system was in their culture and everything else was kind of an
addendum to that. And that’s how they travelled the world as it were, like the Irish they
were everywhere, and their culture was a unifying important thing. Their language, their
music, the lonely thing that they felt for a home that never was there, kind of thing. And
this whole business, this searching and even their religion was alive to them when they
were in that mode. It’s when they actually found a country to call home as in Israel that
that derailed that part of their culture, and their whole culture now is middle eastern,
which is f--- ‘em all! We’re going to beat them all. And if you take one thing I will take
two or three of yours. Revenge, the old biblical thing, because both of them come from
the old bible. It wasn’t until the socialist, ‘til Christ arrived that the wing that some of us
belong to came to the fore. That’s evolution, evolution people evolve, produce, the
people they want to hear, like people wanted to hear him at that time so he was heard. He
could have been there 600 times before that and nobody would have heard him because
they weren’t really interested in hearing what he had to say. And music is a barometer, a
wonderful barometer of all these things because music reflects in a way that language
doesn’t. People are afraid to say things out loud in language sometimes, but it can slip
through music unknown to themselves. When you hear the voices of the people singing
you can tell an awful lot about the person, what kind of inhibitions they have about
themselves. You hear them singing pop singing and all this kind of stuff, the whole
sexual kind of confidence, all that kind of stuff, all the inhibitions to be heard in the way
they use, they emphasis the vocal chords. So that’s Mrs. Gavin. Now when you talk about
Irish music, doing Irish music, now the last tour I had was...(21:57) The concept of the
last albums was to talk about the different families, relations of instruments. This is the
family of string instruments and I put these two tunes together. So this the West Clare
first, more pulse than rhythm. Two fiddles and a concertina. They are very unified even
though there are three different individuals playing, each playing slightly different.
H: Do you think language affects this pulse?
P: Of course it does. It all starts here, whether it is music or words
H: Do you think that someone who doesn’t speak English can have this pulse?
Can possess it?
P: They can, of course, because it’s from in here. (points to chest). So that’s a tune
that’s..., so then there was all these composers like Fahey and so on and the Dwyers and
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so on. So what I did was I thought like I kind of listened and sat myself into Reevey’s
chair we’d say. And then I produced that tune (24:23). So then if you would go and listen
to Reevey there are subtle things that he always uses so it’s a bit like mimicry in a way.
But it wasn’t mimicry; I didn’t listen to any of his tunes deliberately. I just got a feeling
what it was and out came something that sounded like him. Like it’s a different process.
A mimic goes and listens to the person and imitates the mannerisms and things in the
voice, whereas I kind of went into the territory that his mind was travelling. I felt, that’s
what I tried to do, subconsciously, like I don’t intellectualize about the process
whatsoever. So the mimic intellectually analyses and reproduces.
So then there are things like this one which was about the Titanic (25:10). I
thought the piece was too bloody long. So this is talking about losing sound, and what
was in my mind was this huge big liner, pristine clean the new...and it’s sailing through
the icebergs and clean, clear blue Queen... So this is a conversation, a very slow
conversation.
Now what I wanted to show you because of your thesis, and I went to find a way
to deliberately bring the vertical and horizontal together. So this is an experiment, the
first piece I started was a big poem called Queen Archileda. I founded the women’s
chorus because I don’t mix the male and female energy. So in this Queen Archilada, one
of the great love poems of the world, this woman, her husband was shot dead and she was
anti-donal oconnoly man traitor, and the horse arrived in the yard to her, and she saw the
blood on his neck and she knew he was dead. She leapt up on the horse and found him
under a holly bush which still exists today; it happened in 1765. And she drank his blood
which was an old Irish custom, so we know it was raining that night so it was all wet.
And they waked him there and they waked him in their house and it describes this huge
poem, incredible, passionate love... if you ever find a way of getting that text. Queen
Archileda. So for my intents and purposes, the text is not regular so it was interesting to...
it took me 15 years to put this together (27:48). So this is European influence now in my
training. I believe in setting the stage, to get people to cut out the world from their
thought process. This is one continuous recording of 50 minutes. So what I am doing is
showing the tonality that I am going to be using in the piece. She’s describing, when she
is looking at his corpse, she is describing the day when she first saw him. She escapes,
she ran away from him, she goes inside, she remembers all these wonderful things that he
did. So I had to gradually introduce the idea of political.
H: Is this written down?
P: Well, it’s in short hand form, in bits and pieces of paper, because I only do it to
remind myself what I am teaching them. So that is over 15 years, that experiment. So I
started using European tonality then. So his sister comes into the wake and she is a new
voice; there is a different tonality (34:20). The whole thing is driven by the text. So that
was kind of bloody going deaf with the intellectual and all. But the text was driving
everything. Then when that was finished after 15 years, I thought, What the hell do I do
next? Because the women were there all the time, They didn’t want to give up. I just
thought a week or two afterwards I remember seeing the text in the bible for the Song of
Songs and it had the same kind of structure in a way, length of lines and the experiment
wasn’t finished with the first... so I continued on. This only took me 2 years then and it’s
a much bigger work. But it is refined (36:15) and there was one thing I missed in the first
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one which was the idea of pulse or rhythm. To explore that and I tried to do it in this. I’m
still not finished with it to satisfactory...This is the space, the frame, the canvas.
H: If you had written it and they had learned it from the music...?
P: It wouldn’t be the same. No, I wouldn’t teach them from the music. I had to
teach it like that because it is different parts of the brain, the memory.
H: I know that from learning tunes, by ear as opposed to reading.
P: So there is a lot more individuals...
H: How many in the chorus?
P: Sixteen or eighteen. So I was trying to deal with lines on their own. Phrasing is
dictated by the text or the lines.
H: This is the Song of Songs translated into Irish?
P: Yes.
H: Is it similar to the Hebrew?
P: It is the....(40:58) It is a very rich text. (41:20)
H: Do you do the translation yourself?
P: No. It was translated by a friend of mine. By the time I came to this part, a year
and a half later I was getting more confident to let the lines loose. Before there was too
much control. I was afraid I couldn’t control and manage it. I found great difficulty with
the rhythm.
Alright, askH: Do you see any value in Irish music taught in the University setting?
P: (laughs) Why do you ask the question? Because that is very interesting!
H: Because, you know, Irish music, the essence of it, or soul of it is... there is the
stereotype of sitting in a session with a Guinness and story-telling and sharing. And then
the university is this whole other entity. And now it’s here, and I’m going to go to the
University of Limerick to observe some of their courses.
P: You see, I have to be very cautious and careful about what I say now because I
don’t want it construed in the wrong way. I love the whole concept of the University.
That was originally an Irish concept 1000-1500 years ago. In various monasteries there
would be people, learned people, and people would apprentice themselves to them, and
they would learn what they could and move on to the next person. So Queen Abbey, for
example had 4,000 students. You’d look at it now and would see destruction of the
church and timber, was all it was a huge place. Like they brought the knowledge of the
Greeks back into Europe in the dark ages there’s no conceptualization at all today of what
exactly was going on in this country now, like even from Tigmaloga, tigmaleague and the
17 monasteries they formed across northern Europe. And the west Cork men in charge
said, "F--- this idea of bringing in locals and training them up as monks and priests. We’ll
have none of that we’ll supply the monks and priests ourselves. So for 200 years they did
that. All the 17 monasteries had finished up in Siberia, the area right across northern
Europe. And it drove the pope insane because, the pope, particularly Gregory, they were
trying to control the monasteries and get, an Abbott in a monastery was the boss. The
bishop had no say, and they were wealthy! And it drove the popes cracked because they
were impoverished from fighting their own wars. And they wanted to find a way to
control them. So they gradually got bishops to control the monasteries in their areas, but
they could never... by putting in local people in these areas. But because of these f-----s
from West Cork would always man their own monasteries, they couldn’t control them.

133

So that’s where you got this whole idea that the Irish were drunkards, lechers, whoring
and womanizing, not to be trusted. That’s where that whole propaganda started. It wasn’t
the English that started that. So the church started that. And they got control of 14 of
them, eventually that way, by sheer..., at them all the time. And of course the Irish thing
wore out, they didn’t keep it up. They were weak. But the last 3 monasteries and that
starts where the church of the black Madonna is in Krakow, and the last one is up in
Siberia. Those last three are nearest to the old Irish format because they became absorbed
into the Eastern catholic or Christian thing rather than... because of the time they were
taken over. Do you understand what I am saying? They are interesting. There are no
studies being done on it.
But anyway, when you ask about university, I found a university here in the
millennium years with the millennium project, Acadamh Fódhla, and the first school we,
there are four schools and the first school we started was the school___ or what people
would call Sean nos, because they were the vehicle that allowed our indigenous culture to
survive the pogroms of 7 or 800 years, 6 or 700 years at least. I mean awful things
happened in this country that people don’t talk about at all. In the eight years from1652,
1662-78, I can’t remember which decade, a hundred thousand children were taken off
their parents and shipped out from England with new names and new religions, babies
and all, and that was half the child population left the country, forcibly obviously. The
people they were exterminated, officially, like mass, you talk about Hitler and so on but
this was a lot more efficient, though out of 2 million there was 600,000 people left. They
just killed them by the sword, by starvation, any way they could, by drowning, anything
at all, that was the time of ________ . None of these modern historians like to talk about
all that stuff because it makes people very uncomfortable. But it’s still in our psyche, and
needs to be aired. But during those times, the only time we could pass on our knowledge
was through our songs because you couldn’t own an instrument. Queen Elizabeth was
very clever lady. She was very well educated. She had an Irish dictionary. She could
speak Irish. She could play music herself. And she ordered that all harps were to be
burned in the bonfire and that all harpers be burned with them also. Because she
understood, the whole important role that culture has in making people do what they do.
And she did the right thing from her point of view, because those bloody harpers would
be all kinds of revolution rebellion and unsettledness and so on. They figured the island
was green and would provide food for England. So from their point of view they couldn’t
tame the people, or educate the people or convert them, so it was better just to get rid of
them so they could repopulate the island. Now, horrifying as it sounds, it makes great
logical sense from their point of view. For us it didn’t of course. I mean that’s why that
happened. And things like that are happening all the time still, in a way. I mean the
Jewish settlers are doing that in Israel The Chinese are doing that in Africa. They are
buying land, huge, and South America it’s happening also. Food production is the bottom
line again there. It’s not a completely, like, it’s not anti-the indigenous people that are
there, its just that they want the land, the resource. Whether it is in Israel or Africa, South
America, or wherever. It’s just a fact of life.
But coming back to the University question, we have two rules only. Every school
meets every week for two or three hours. Everyone has their own little project they are
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working on, but they meet up every, once a week. And the school of Sean Nós, for
example, the rules are the same everywhere. We start with a little verse to remind us of
who we are and that we must be obedient, that we study things through, there are two
sides to a door. So the verse we say in the school of Sean Nós for example, we say, "I am
the scholar of education and wisdom, the old ways are my path. Melody is my yardstick,
my meter (measure), and the meter (of my music) is my rod or switch. Every word proud
standing like a cock. Every story to its very last word. Great is my love for all things.
Great is my respect for age and wisdom. Sharp is my watch on the flow of time. Fine is
my grinding or my working of new things. God steer me through the cloak of truth. Be I
humble, my urges, my needs be humble under the control of my craft and my school. So
therefore we study everything in those terms and the two sides of the door that we study
Sean Nós is melody and meter. So for example in the school of energy the two things are
flow and strength. So the energy school looks at spiritual energy, creative energy,
electrical energy, mechanical energy, all kinds, any form of energy because they all have
the same rules really; it’s flow and strength. Now it’s a very different thought process to
the university that you are referring to which is about dissertations and learning things
and everything is related to books. Now I love books as you can see, (points to the
multitude of books crowded on all the book shelves in the room.) But books are not just,
like, they’re kind of locking up stuff from the university’s point of view, they are locking
stuff into them. Whereas our idea would be that they are stones in the river to cross the
river, you know. That each one in themselves is not important. But their content is
important. But they are only an aid to get further along across the stream of
consciousness, across the river. So when you talk about studying Irish music in
university, I wouldn’t do it if I was in charge myself. I wouldn’t do it the way it is done.
And I would have serious questions about what is being taught and why it is being taught.
Like, the raison d’être. I think there’s very little actual knowledge of the indigenous
music in all universities at the moment. For example when they talk about Sean Nós they
generally are talking about the text and they are talking about the province of the
recording or the collections. There’s very little understanding about the actual nuts and
bolts of the melodic structures and so on. For example, I don’t think any of them could
tell me what are the Celtic influences on Irish melody because the concept in itself would
be a little bit vague for them. Do you understand what I am saying?
H: For the students? Are you talking about students or faculty?
P: Faculty first, then students. I don’t think...Well maybe things have improved
now, but I think a lot of rigor went out of the system in the last 30 years, 40 years. I don’t
think, for example in European terms in music that faculty is western world. I mean the
problem is the same in America. That they are actually teaching students how to use nuts
and bolts and bricks and mortar of music and how it is constructed and theories, all the
different ways, form, we started talking about form, balance and all that kind of stuff,
structure. That’s not being taught. There is too much specialization before. They are
trying to make race horses out of them before they can even walk. There is no
understanding of the basic concepts. A lot of the reason for that is because the teachers
themselves don’t have them. And that is the result of, directly of a phenomenon that
started in England with the English education system called the polytechnics in the 60s,
the early 60s. We imported an awful of those and we seated all our departments and put
them under charge of these people, and they were very influential in the American set-up
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as well. And then because American is where the money was and all the power was, the
Europeans against them had to follow. Like the Germans particularly didn’t like
following that change. Eastern countries went through periods of ferocious change so
they followed the American role again then, and that’s why this why England is very
small in its own right. That one thing that happened in the 60s influenced way beyond
it’s... French government had a kind of f--- off kind of an attitude and when Poulanc was
there they just gave him they built a Pompidou. They built him a big center and said to
him, "And here is three million a year to do anything you like, and orchestra, Do
whatever you like. You are our big composer, off you go, do whatever you like." That
doesn’t happen in other countries. But by the same token they didn’t take any care to
what the departments in education places were teaching and so on. The Chinese and the
Japanese went berserk with concentrating and doing all the things and they couldn’t see
the wood for the trees. They were constantly looking at all the trees and they can’t see the
wood, the overall effect. So the problem you find there is they have huge problems with
interpretation, with understanding because they are trying to play European music all the
time, Western music which, they are very different species, so it can’t reflect something
that is in them and how can it? The Shakuhachi flute is such a powerful instrument. It’s
so hard, so difficult. to learn. That is why no one is learning it anymore. But that ‘s the
real Japanese essence.
H: Well, universities are a business now. It is a consumer driven...
P: They have to pay for their overheads and staff...
H: So it has changed a lot. My husband has a, is head of the jazz department at the
university where he teaches and so it, the learning part of it is lost anyway and... what
you are talking about is what people want, I mean deep down that is what professors
would like to have, it is just difficult. But, it is great to hear you say all these things.
P: I can do it because I stepped out of all that stuff and I refused to take part in it
because of the circumstances I was in. When I was 21, I had qualified in Cork. My extern
that year had started a new kind of department called an Ethnomusicology, which was a
new science at that time. And they had this new institute in Holland at that time called the
Jaap Kunst Institute. It had only been open a year or two and he was the extern that year.
He knew my father. So he asked me would I go and do post-grad work there. My mother
was dying of cancer. So I said I didn’t think so. So he came out the following morning
outside that window there while my mother was laying in the sun, and he asked her
would she ask me to go and I had 24 hours because the plane was leaving at 11 the
following day. So I decided, I had 24 hours to think about it and I decided, no, I would
stay in the mountains. It was the best decision I ever made. Because I would have gone
and I would have become part of the evolving science that was ethnomusicology which is
now become kind of mainstream in all the music departments and ...I would, bad as my
ego is now it would be unbearable, it would be absolutely insufferable if I had gone
through that road because one of the great thing about staying here is that I was kept at
home, kept in my place, which is appropriate, because it keeps your mind working.
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APPENDIX B
Excerpt from the Interview with Mel Mercier
M: That same thing of sharing musical space and engaging with that part of themselves
which is energized, or opened up, or liberated by sound and by the structures of
sound. But also then, by, as a channel towards engaging with creativity. And I
think that they are closer. I mean I can’t articulate it especially well. But it’s a
hard thing to articulate. I feel that much closer to being where the drive is, where
the compulsion is, where the passion is. Much, much closer than any historical
connection to other historical narratives of any kind. That’s not to say that
historical narratives don’t flow through. I believe they do and probably very But if
they do they are operating at subconscious levels but I wouldn’t be, I couldn’t
speak to that.
H: So then putting all that in a university...then,
M: I supposed your question is what is the role of the university in that?
H: What does that university do to it? How does it challenge it? I just meant as far as at a
time that is what would motivate someone to write or sing a song. Now we don’t
have that.
M: Yes, but we have other things. We still write, you know, singer song writers write songs, they
are still story tellers and they still... we may not have the famine, but we have other
challenges, and we’ve got other problems. And of course they’re different, but we
do. And we still have human challenges and people write about that and people write
about the challenges of going through life, etc. So there is still that. The university I
suppose, I would say that in terms of traditional music and its relationship to, and it’s
engagement with traditional music, that the university it is still finding its way. I
mean generally. You can clearly go around and look and see what different programs
are doing. I would say that for the most part that the engagement with traditional
music in the university context has not been as inventive or as exciting as it might
yet be. A lot of the service to traditional music, a lot of the delivery is based on
models that would, this kind of standard models for teaching music. So a bit of
history, a bit of theory, a bit of practice. And some analysis in there under theory.
Now, and also to some degree, what has started to come in a little bit more is
composition. And then there will also be in some places then, an acknowledgement
that in the world of traditional music, beyond the university, there are other things
happening. For example, there is more of the blurring of the lines between popular
music, classical music and traditional music. there is a energy of collaboration
among musicians in Ireland that is unprecedented. So there are in the area of new
classical music, or new music people, contemporary music, people there who are
interested in working with traditional musicians and vice versa. There are all sorts of
collaborations going on and intersections. So the university, in some universities,
there is a recognition of that as well, and so there is an attempt at least to allow for
that kind of creative space to also be available to students. Now, I think that is very
interesting. But I think that probably needs more time to mature and to develop. I
would say that the university has made a really significant contribution in terms of
embracing traditional music, allowing somewhere or other, bringing traditional
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music in to the academy. The person who did the ground-breaking work on that is
Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin at UCC. And since then it’s been a journey of kind
discovery. Now it is possible for any young traditional musician to aspire and to see
themselves having a degree in music or a post-graduate degree and going on, and
doing so not just by being an analyst or a writer about music, but also by being a
practicing musician. So one of the interesting developments, and this is one that has
really been developed and supported by university and still in its infancy, is this idea
of Arts Practice Research. So the idea of the practitioner themselves. Now it doesn’t
have to be a musician; it could be a dancer, for example, or other creative artists.
That their research is not all literature based. That they can use their practice as a
form of research. That they can use their practice to ask questions. They can use
their practice to interrogate. They can use their practice to discover, sometimes to
look inwards, so a kind of auto-ethnographic work. So the...
H: You mean how you would respond to something you are playing? Is that what you mean?
M: Possibly that, or what are the...looking at your own biography to see what may be active
and working its way out through your music, or shaping your musical practice,
limiting it, or whatever. But also even more than that, that you would understand
through yourself your relationship for example, it could be broader things, it could
be your relationship with your musical background or more widely with the
tradition. So you put yourself at the center of the research. So that’s an interesting,
quite a recent development. But whether or not the university can have a more
significant role or make more of an impact or have more of an intervention... see one
of the challenges for the university I think, is, and I am speaking generally about any
university, what you have is you have a really thriving traditional music scene, and
traditional Irish music is without a doubt more healthier and more vibrant than it has
ever, ever been. So the university comes in and some people say, "Why do we need,
you don’t need a university. You don’t have to oh, you have to go to university now,
you have to have a degree to play traditional music, yeah? People have been kind of
jiving and joking about that. If university stopped teaching traditional music in the
morning traditional music would just keep going. Its not like the plug would be
pulled or anything like that. So it’s really important for the university to understand
that, and they do. So the question is then, that means that actually I would say that
the university has a fantastic opportunity. because they can engage with traditional
music and traditional musicians and then search for ways in which to contribute to it.
And it may be and I’m sure it’s true, that we haven’t actually seen yet the extent to
which, or what that might be. I think universities are contributing already. But I
think that there is more scope and what that will need is imagination more than
anything, what we need to do to bring to this relationship between the education,
generally speaking and traditional music is more imagination. I used the word
invention before, but actually I mean more fully, I mean imagination. And I don’t
think we have been very successful yet in that regard. But that will come I think that
will come in time. But at the moment, many things have happened. Positive things
have happened since the university. began to open the door to traditional musicians.
For me that most significant thing about that is that you now have musicians, most
musicians, most young people today who go to study music are already bi-musical.
They are already playing or listening to at least two kinds of music, and most of
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them many more kinds of music. So they’re already multi-musical. In the old days
and certainly still in some institutions, if you went to study music, you had to leave
some part of your musical identity outside of the door. You had to deny it. So you
couldn’t bring your whole self. That’s very damaging on a human level. It’s really,
really damaging. Now increasingly, there are places where you can bring the full
extent of your musical identity which is in formation, a very critical time as well.
Not the time to be telling someone you can’t do this you have to leave that outside,
exactly not the time. So increasingly the education is embracing that. That’s a
profoundly positive thing I would say even if it is only fixing something that was
terribly wrong for an awful long time, So I think that’s a very, very good thing. So
now the traditional musicians are in the door, yeah? But to honest, I wouldn’t make
any distinction between the traditional musicians and the popular musicians in this
regard. And people who have never quite fit into the mold of classical musician. And
neither do I leave the classical musician out of it either. You have all of these young
people basically in third level education, for example. The question now is, what can
we do together? What can we do together? So working at trying to, having embraced
and determined that traditional music stands side by side with classical music and
with popular music and with world music, and that traditional musicians stand side
by side with classical musicians and with popular musicians and with world
musicians, and that many of these people anyway don’t recognize those old
distinctions. Universities are slow to let go of those distinctions because, you know,
they are old and crabby, and they take a long time and need to be..., our students
lead; they are often way ahead of us, though we need to find the imagination to be
able to continue to hold the space for them. But to do it in ways that I would say are
increasing creative, that we facilitate that. And I think that’s the journey that we are
on actually.
H:Well that’s exactly what I want to hear!
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APPENDIX C
Interview with Sandra Joyce
S: Classical music and Irish music were polarized. It has a lot to do with the
whole rise of culture and nationalism in the nineteenth century and 20th century, the
drive towards independence in Ireland in the early 20th century and the need to kind of
define yourself as different from the colonizer. So what makes you different? Well, a
language would make you different so obviously the Irish language became very
important from that point of view. What else defines you as an independent nation? The
traditions do, your music, song, and dance, traditions. In Ireland they were very strong
and very easily identified as being very important in that drive towards autonomy. We
have these traditions, our language in particular is indigenous, its Irish, you can’t call it
anything else. So that lends support to the idea that we deserve to be an independent
nation. There were a lot of other things involved. Most of the prominent artists like James
Joyce, the revolutionaries involved in the 1916 rising, they were all involved in
organizing, in culturally nationalistic organizations like the Gaelic League, the Feis
movement, all these organizations that promoted the Irish language and promoted the arts
and so you can see that that became very important. And O Riada was kind of coming,
later in the 20th century, manifestation of that he grew up playing classical music,
English speaking, he was John Reidy from county Limerick. He went to UCC and
something happened to him. He became fired up by the idea of Irish music, the Irish
language, Irish nationalism, and completely rejected the other side because he saw it, he
couldn’t reconcile the two in his own mind. So he would be very typical I suppose. A lot
of people were writing about Irish traditional music in the 70s, a few key text came out
for example, Breandán Breathnach’s book, Folk Music and Dances of Ireland, and
Tomás Ó Canainn’s book, Traditional Music in Ireland. They are almost having to make
a case for traditional music being worthy of study. Ó Riada was coming out of the same
milieu I suppose. And if he had lived longer I think he would have relaxed into himself a
little more.
H: Why did they see classical music as British? Because it is German, it is
French, why did they...?
S: And in the 18th century it was Italian Baroque music as it was all over the
western music was very popular here. I became...it’s a tricky one. it’s hard to define
completely. It was definitely related to notions of class, not so much class itself, but ideas
of class. When I was growing up, I grew up in a small town in county Galway, my
mother would send me for my piano lessons and I would play piano as a classical pianist.
And that is still very popular in Ireland. But, so it’s not as if there wasn’t classical music,
or it wasn’t supported or it wasn’t valued. But I think there was an idea that it wasn’t
particularly Irish. We don’t have any major Irish composers. A lot of the music that I
played, the cast majority of the music, I’m trying to think, did I ever play a piece by an
Irish composer? I never remember playing a piece by an Irish composer. So it wasn’t
seen as an Irish thing. It was seen as something you did because you wanted your kids to
be cultured and educated musically, but it wasn’t because it was in any way Irish and it

140

wasn’t something we readily identified with. And again you know, that’s maybe why
classical music finds itself in the position it is in today. You mentioned declining
audiences. It’s not reaching people. People don’t see it as their music and maybe it is a
similar thing. Harry White, in the book The Keeper’s Recital, very strongly maintains that
it was because of Irish nationalism and because of the fact that it became seen, it became
identified as the music of the colonizer, that that’s the reason it didn’t thrive. It wasn’t
supported , it wasn’t valued. And he gives fairly compelling examples over the centuries
of how classical music was viewed. But in other countries, certainly you mightn’t find
the same kind of division, hard division between trad and classical that you find here.
Every cultural context is different. It’s a hard one. There isn’t a black and white answer
as to why it’s viewed in a particular way. It’s just complicated because of the situation.
H: One of the things I read talked about how classical music in other countries,
like you can have French classical music that sounds very much French, and German,
you know. But Irish classical, there is no...
S: No, it doesn’t have its own identity. Now don’t quote me on this but, you know
we have the Irish Chamber Orchestra here on campus and Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin was
one of the people who brought the chamber orchestra here to Limerick. He has identified,
as have a lot of people, they are an excellent orchestra, I mean they are not really valued
at home. It’s more you know, it’s hard to get an audience classical music in Ireland. But
that’s not unusual either in the current climate. So they play in the concert hall here at the
University concert hall which is 1000 seater. They’d be lucky to fill a third of the way,
you know? But they go to Vienna and they have like maybe 3 or 4 thousand. They get
massive accolades in terms of, they are a very high standard, they are very excellent. But
I have heard, now I am not an expert, I mean they are colleagues, and the musicians, we
know them well; we have really good relations with them. But what people who are in
the know have said is that they don’t have that sense of identity. In fact when they go
abroad, they don’t have an Irish identity. They don’t have anything kind of unique that
they can latch onto and say, _. So when they go to the States, they commission works by
young Irish composers and they try to be edgy. They do a lot of stuff. But they are still
struggling with that sense of identity and I think it is possibly related to what you are
saying that, “What is the Irish classical thing?” We are on the fringes of Europe. It’s not
like we have a Sibelius. There’s no one major voice. We have John
H:Stanford?
S: Yes, but you see he sounds English. Even though he was interested in Irish
music. He actually a very famous collection of Irish music by, he was a musician. But he
also was an archeologists and many other things. George Pitri. and he 1855 called the
Ancient Music of Ireland and Stanford brought out an edition afterward. So he had an
interest in Irish traditional music. if you want to call it that. But he’s not claimed really by
Irish. He is in certain circles, but not so, you know. And we don’t have a Vaughn
Williams for example. Or even a Benjamin Britten. I mean, I’m fascinated by Britten’s
use of folk songs or traditional songs in a lot of his compositions. He went through, I
don’t know, ten volumes of songs, or something, he produced songs like “The Bonny
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Boy” which I know well and other traditional songs. And some Irish traditional songs in
there as well. We don’t have anybody. I mean we do. Mícheál is a kind of classical
composer. A lot of people would see him on the more popular side. So it’s just one of
those things, you know?
H: If you had a composer, if you had that identity, what would that do to Irish
music?
S: I don’t know, You see it’s very hard to imagine. Again another example, I
mean I played a lot of Bartok and Kodály and on piano. But when you see the impact that
has in spreading ideas I suppose Hungarian music or Romanian, you know those
boundaries were very shiftable at the time, weren’t they, between all those countries?
Bartok collected a lot of what’s known as Hungarian music, a lot of it was collected it in
what is known as Romania today because the border shifted. But anyway, I don’t what it
would do for Ireland. You know we have had people, Aloys Fleischmann would be
another interesting figure for you to look at.
H: I recognize that name.
S: Yeah, so he was of German extraction. But very much had a strong sense of
Irish identity even though both of his parents were very strongly German. And he spent a
lot of his formative musical training was undertaken in Germany. But he came back just
before when the Nazi Regime was rising in Germany, he didn’t like it there at all. He was
a major figure in terms of education in Ireland, music education in Ireland, And was a
professor of music education in UCC for a huge amount of years. He was another one. He
incorporated a lot of Irish melodies into his classical compositions. He wrote under the
pseudonym of Muiris Ó Rónáin or Maurice Ronan, a very Irish name for a while, because
people were too readily pointing him out as German. Fleischmann. I mean in Ireland, in
Cork in the early 20th century when he was born, to have a name like Fleischmann would
have marked you out as quite separate and different. So he would have explored that side
of things as well. And there were all sorts of composers who dallied, and still do dally
with the traditional thing. Then you have the interesting cases of, there was a young
composer called Ryan Malloy. Now he is teaching composition in Maynooth University
in the music department there. He’s a rising star there really in terms of classical
composition. He’s also a fine, an amazing really trad pianist, and fiddle player. But he, I
would follow Ryan, I mean he’s very much in demand as a trad pianist in particular and
we’ve had him teaching fiddle here from time to time. He’s a really fine musician. But I
think Ryan largely separates his trad world classical world. It would be interesting for
you to talk to someone like him. And he actually has very strict ideas about traditional
music, though he plays the maddest chords! When it comes to his fiddle playing, you
know it is quite conservative, I suppose you might call it. So it’s interesting you know; he
can inhabit different worlds. But he might be someone it might be interesting for you to
talk to. Even if you could Skype him afterwards or something.
; 6 out of 16. Last year we had an Austrian, we had a Breton, we had a French
person, we had a number from Canada and the US, with no obvious Irish connections.
It’s an international music
; you don’t have to be part of the Irish Diaspora. But I will be honest, with my
own narrow-minded view of this, when we started the MA, I honestly thought that most
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of our students would be from within Ireland, maybe some of them Irish Diaspora in the
UK and the States. But we’ve had Columbian musicians, we’ve had Japanese, quite a
few Japanese, they are from all over the world. They don’t care if their ethnic background
is Irish or not. So, it bothers me, you just have to be careful when you say things like this
is our music and it’s about what we are, because you can be from France and this can be
your music and can be about who you are. But again that would be a small minority now
of people, The other thing is, in the modern context there are so many musicians for
whom this division between classical and trad makes no sense anymore. They play
music, and in my experience a lot of younger particular violinists in the States are a little
bit like that too. They are a bit classically trained, but they do a bit of Irish, a bit of
bluegrass. They might do a bit of Scandinavian fiddling. They are more rounded
musicians. Whether they are grounded in one thing or the other is the query I would have.
I don’t know, I can’t speak to that. But I think that is becoming more the norm, isn’t it,
that you have these more eclectic youngsters who want a bit of everything. I mean you
were talking about your own teaching there, classical teaching I presume?
H: I wonder if the interest in all these different genres. I mean honestly it’s really
hard to learn a different genre and it takes a long time. When I first started I was told it
would be five years before you could be in anyway competitive even though you already
play the violin. And to learn a little bit of everything is a way of finding some relevancy.
If you are playing a classical and it has a pedal tone and you recognize that this sounds
like the uilleann pipes that you can play a lot of notes against one pitch and that that
creates a lot of tension. I would think that would create a whole new meaning. But if you
didn’t ever know what uilleann pipes sounded like or bagpipes, you wouldn’t understand
it to the extent. You probably wouldn’t play it with as much understanding. And part of
me thinks, “Does it really matter if someone plays with incredible understanding of what
they are playing?” Obviously deep down I believe that it does matter, but for the wide
audience now who are pretty ignorant of what they are listening for, do they even notice
these subtle, do they even notice when a performer is playing with great understanding? I
think they do.
S: I think it does come through, because otherwise why would anyone strive for
perfection? It’s like the best violinist in the world for example, they would be concerned
about things that only a violinist would understand how difficult that is. But it builds up a
respect at the same time, they do get respect because of it. They do get acknowledged so
that even though it might be something that the general populous doesn’t understand,
there is a kind of esteem that goes along.
H: Well, it can be listened to on many different levels. You have the people who
don’t know anything, who are just going because of the performers reputation. And then
you have the people who really know, and everything in between. And I think you have
that in Irish music too. You have people who know nothing about it, but just feel
something when they listen to it, and then people who recognize the subtly of a new
ornament in a performance.
S: Yes there are different kinds of listening. There are a number of books on Irish
music, the Cross Roads Conference. Seamus Tansey is quite mad on lots of different
levels. He talks about the bastardization of traditional Irish music. the session. But it was
because of the cultural context as well. The session became an urban Sometimes when it

143

is all about “our music” and about “being Irish,” that’s not particularly healthy. You look
at our student body and we have students from all over the world who have come here to
study Irish traditional music, song and dance. It’s not just our music. It is identified with
Ireland, it originated here, but a lot of the music the people call Irish, this is the pure Irish
music today was influenced by the Irish Diaspora. Jazz musicians in the 20s and 30s in
New York, the Irish Diaspora in Britain had a massive impact on the Irish music scene.
That’s where the session started. The very first Irish Céili was held in London. So you
could say that it’s still Irish. But it’s not really. The session started in 1950s in England,
in London. And you know how phenomenally popular that is and how it is identified with
Irish music. Yes it is Irish musicians in Britain who started phenomenon because you had
all these rural people going into these urban areas and trying to find a sense of identity
and a way of socializing I suppose you know.
This year in our MA we have, we expected it to be the Irish Diaspora if we got
any international students. We have Americans who may have some Irish in their
background. Then we have an Austrian. She has been playing Irish music since she was
in her teens and she did the BA in Irish Music and Dance with us. But she’s not Irish.
She’s Austrian. And we have an English girl who might have some Irish background.
She’s not sure either. And that’s just in this year’s class alone
H: who are the purists?
S: Yes, that would have problems with people doing different things.
H: Because there is definitely that group in New York and they are very, they are
the Irish-Americans, and their parents are from Ireland, they are first generation and they
really keep it very much for them and their kids. It was very difficult for me to be
considered to play Irish music. One flute player from New York continues to introduce
me as a classical violinist, even when I am up on the stage playing a concert of Irish
music. They say that they are passing on the tradition when really they are keeping it
within their own families.
S: That’s exactly, it’s about being Irish more than playing Irish music. Whereas
for a lot of people it is not about being Irish, it is about playing Irish music, That is where
the emphasis is. But I think what you are referring to there is the influence of Comhaltas.
They are very strongly nationalistic. Having said that, you know, they have had an to
embrace the international thing because I have a potential student for next year from
Russia. I can’t even pronounce his name, very nice fella, absolutely crazily into the
concertina. He’s over in Clare studying with Nolan every, certainly every three months
he comes over. He spends a fortune because their currency is crashed because of the
economic situation over there. That’s his life. He wants to move here and just play
concertina all the time. He has started a branch of Comhaltas in Moscow. Now
Comhaltas love that; they have branches in countries really across the world at this stage.
There are a couple of active branches in Argentina. All over Australia, New Zealand.
Tokyo has a couple of branches. So there are branches now literally all over the world.
Comhaltas like that? it had some kind of funding from the government first of all
international reach but it means that they are important quite conservative as an
organization. So I think it’s tricky for them to reconcile because they would a lot of the
time they would pronounce that this is OUR music, it’s WHO we are, all this kind of
stuff. And in the States, I think, I don’t know much about Comhaltas in the States. It’s
certainly not as popular as it used to be. I don’t know what will happen to it in the future.
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But in the States definitely the older generation involved in it would very much look to
Ireland as the homeland and this as a way to continue their tradition as you say probably
had a strong sense of Irish identity. Probably not every branch of Comhaltas would be of
that ilk. I mean Meagan Denean from New York the way she talks, she says, “We were
just Irish. I knew I was Irish growing up. I did everything that the Irish did, I did my Irish
dancing, my father went to the Knights of St Columbanus. We were just reared in the
way. We were reared in an Irish community. We went to Catholic school. There were
Catholic religious Irish background. So that’s just the way it was. There was no
question.” I presume in the States there are a lot of ethnic minorities that would stick
together like that even in the current day. Then there’s a lot of people who don’t
obviously as well.
H: Well, in New York City in those urban environments, yes. Yonkers, above
New York City you think you are in Ireland. There are Irish markets, everyone has an
Irish accent. A lot of people come over to work construction, a lot of young men come
over because they know someone, someone’s uncle.
S: Yes they all move in...
H: Yes, and it is very homogenous, lots of Irish bars. And that is also where Andy
McGann and Lad O’Beirn and these people came to live in the Bronx. So they feel like
they are carrying the torch for these guys.
S: Oh Yes! A lot of those people, say Joannie Madden for example. when she is
interviewed, she’s always looking to home, I think it is Mayo where her people are from,
where the older people are from. And she is always talking about those older Irish
musicians that went to New York. So they are holding on to that. It’s a way of doing it.
It’s wouldn’t reflect our student body here now at all. We’ve had a couple of Mexican
students here studying dance. I mean four years here to study Irish traditional dance. But
that is the reality here. We are not interested in, I mean the sense of identity is important,
the sense of place has become very important to Irish traditional musicians. “Are you an
East Clare fiddle player?” or “You are a Sligo style flute player.” But that is a very
modern thing probably influenced, definitely influenced by O Riada as well in his lecture
series, Our Musical Heritage, which was a lecture series that he produced and narrated.
Then after he died it was produced as a book. Someone transcribed what he said. It was a
very influential radio series because there hadn’t been much on Irish media about
traditional Irish music, so it had a big impact. A lot of what he talked about was these
regional styles being really important. How Ireland had so many regional styles, but most
of them had died out and these are the ones that are still important. And guess what?
They are the ones that people still talk about are important today. I mean we know a lot
of musicians from Cavan and Cavan would be a black hole for Traditional music if O
Riada was still around. It’s not supposed to have a tradition or a style or anything. In
recent years Cavan musicians have been saying “We do, every part of Ireland has
traditional music today.” They brought out their CD’s of Cavan music and Cavan song.
We want to fly the flag for Cavan because there is music here. People know this music
everywhere, but they still talk about East and West Clare style, Donegal. Sliabh Luachra.
It’s just easier to fall back into those areas I think. Of course you have musicians like
Martin Hayes very much promoting the East Clare thing, which is where he is from and
he’s quite an innovator. But most people they hear the slow and the “nya” in his playing
and that is what they identify with. Anyway, I have really digressed.
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H: So what does a student from Mexico who gets a degree in Irish dance do when
he leaves here?
S: Well, Luis Sanchez stayed with us for 4 years for his degree. he did his degree,
the undergraduate degree that we have, it’s a BA in Irish music and dance. You have to
be a fairly good performer before we accept you because it has a strong performance
element. But it is quite an academic degree as well. At the academy we have a couple of
underlying principles that are very important to us. One of them is the equal recognition
of performance work and academic work. and the equal recognition that both of them are
forms of research. You have a very good performer who has put an awful lot of time and
is coming up with new work, that’s research. I suppose it is most comparable to a
scientist. They might come up with a new formula. But they don’t have a thesis of a few
hundred pages at the end of all their PhD work. A musician might have a portfolio of,
there might be compositions or performances or whatever. But they are creating new
work and they are able to articulate it. So that’s very important to us. So the BA in Irish
music reflects that. People perform, they spend a lot of time on their performance. But
they are also, they have to attend lectures, give presentations, prepare essays, all that stuff
as well. And another pillar of the academy is the equal recognition of music and dance.
So Luis as a dancer would have been in an environment where dance is equally
recognized as music, and so it does open up opportunities then because he would have
learned an instrument as well while he was here. We have a strong emphasis on the
academic contextualization around Irish traditional music through ethnomusicology,
ethnochoreography. So he’s have very good knowledge of the sources of Irish traditional
music and dance and historical trends and putting that into a broader context with the
ethno side of things. Also, contextualizing studoies, they do a module in classical music
and dance, and music and dance education, community music and dance, technologies
there as well. So at the end what does he do? So he stayed on with us to do another year,
so he did a performance Masters in Irish traditional dance and as far as I know he is still
here. He’s teaching, he’s dancing in some shows, he probably, I think he wants to go
back to Mexico and start up an Irish dance school. That’s probably what he wants to do.
And he’d be very highly placed to do that. We get a lot of musicians like that. The
Austrian student wants to stay here forever which she thinks she might go back every
now and again to Austria, and she’d have certain workshops and in Irish traditional
music. Again building on the popularity of traditional music across Europe.
H: Did you start the program here?
S: Yes, myself and Niall started the program the Irish music and dance and the
MA Irish music performance.
H: What was here first?
S: What happened was Mícheál arrived up here from Cork and he had a blank
canvas. And he started the Irish World music center as it was at the time and very
quickly dance became incorporated as well. He started a number of programs. I think one
of the first programs to start was MA ethnomusicology. He wanted a post- graduate
center. The undergraduate thing he didn’t see as important at the time. He saw it as
having plenty of provision around the country as the and he didn’t want to compete
either. So he started a masters in ethnomusicoloy, ethnochoreography, ritual chant and
song. We have about fourteen MA programs. So I think the MA in Irish music
performance was rolled out the third year. The first nine courses were rolled out in groups
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of three. And so myself and Niall designed that with Mícheál. And then about three years
later we really felt there was a market and a need for a BA which would specialize in
performance of Irish music and dance, but within the wider distance we had here like
ethnomusicology, etc. It has been flying since then. We have about 30 students per year
that come through and they stay with us for four years. So we have 120 fulltime
undergraduates studying Irish traditional music song and dance and then we have about
16 in the MA Irish traditional music performance every year. We also have an awful lot
more traditional musicians studying in ethnomusicology, they might be studying
community music. So they are spread out. It’s a big community of people involved in this
area. We are very lucky, like today we have Frankie Gavin teaching. They are playing at
the lunchtime concert if you want to come!
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APPENDIX D
Interview with Mícheál O Súilleabháin
H: I noticed what Irish music was doing to my classical playing and I liked it,
M: Oh, Very interesting, What Irish music was doing to your classical playing,
what most classical teachers, in a way would have a problem with. They’d say you were
ruining your technique and stuff like that. That’s still going on, it is.
H: That’s because they don’t play Irish music.
M: No, exactly, so they don’t know. But in your case it wasn’t happening. It was
the opposite
H: No not at all. It was helping it, And the first thing was the rhythm. The jig
rhythm was incredibly difficult. I couldn’t do it and I didn’t know why. It was very
different than anything I had ever done in classical music. So I studied it. Up to that point
rhythm for me had been a click on a metronome, very one dimensional. And all of a
sudden I was hearing now that each beat had a different articulation,
M: Yes, a different duration sometimes,
H: and a different pitch, and it became very multi-dimensional. And I realized that
should be part of classical music as well, and I began to play around with the idea, what if
these elements of Irish music were taught to classical musicians, especially in a climate
where there are dwindling audiences and where classical music is irrelevant to a lot of
people?
M: Yes, Yes, very good.
H: In the United Sates anyway.
M: Oh no, generally speaking.
H: I taught music appreciation, it was part of my assistantship, and every, all the
students I had, I mean, I didn’t have one person who really was knowledgeable about
classical music. And that was surprising to me. My first job out of Juilliard was in
Barcelona in the orchestra there, and there the community loved their orchestra and they
were very knowledgeable about everything that we were playing. And that just did not
exist in the US and maybe doesn’t anymore over there. So My dissertation proposal is to
develop a program in a university setting in the US where both Irish music and classical
music are taught, where the 2 could influence each other and push each other to see
where they could develop.
M: So you were drawn to the Irish World Academy because you could sense
some resonance with, I mean we have a classical string program as you know, and we an
awful lot of traditional music so therefore the ground is fertile here. We don’t necessarily
push the thing you are talking about, but we don’t stop it happening. And also when we
designed the MA in classical string performance which we did with consultants from
University of Massachusetts and Indiana, I think, Jacobs School.
H: That is where I did my undergraduate.
M: You did your undergraduate there. But they actually said to us “We have this
elective thing and make sure now that the elective includes traditional fiddle because we
think that if you are looking for an international student body that one of the things you
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have to offer here on the west coast of Ireland,” this is not Salzburg so we aren’t actually
at the heart of, the source of..etc. Which we are of course with traditional music. But that
one of the selling points, apart from the fact that we have a 20-piece professional string
orchestra, to contextualize the experience of ensemble music in classical performance, is
that people can do trad fiddle And in fact it was a significant minority of the students
over the last 15, 16, 17 years who did opt for trad fiddle electives. So there’s something
in the air here alright. So How can I help you today?
H: Basically two things. You started this program here.
M: Yes.
H: So I would like to know what you did.
M: Now when you say I started the program, What does the Americanism
“program” mean to you? A degree program or the whole place?
H: What I understand is that you brought the Irish Chamber Orchestra here and
then you started the traditional program?
M: Yes, well, what you need to do to understand the Irish World Academy is
know there are 19 degree programs. There are 19 programs and they are equally music
and dance, that’s the next thing to understand. Dance is not a poor second. Some people
might even say that dance is more important. Thirdly, there are different genres of music,
obviously as you know. For example, Irish traditional performance, string performance,
also medieval, Latin chant, some early music. music education, music therapy,
community music, ethnomusicology, ethnocrinology, contemporary dance performance
which we call modern dance performance. Alvin Alley etc. Irish traditional dance
performance. So the program here is the Irish World Academy is a collection of programs
and there is another one or two about to be added. Now in the middle of all of that, none
of them are more important than any other. Some of them are bigger. The Irish traditional
music performance side of what we do is probably the biggest in a way, and that perhaps
shouldn’t surprise us because of where we are, and all that kind of stuff. So the best
players in the world are probably living within 20 miles from here. So therefore, we are
capitalizing in a sense on the kind of musical geography of where we are. But we might
have very very few people studying classical string performance, but nonetheless it is just
as important to us. I just want to make that point. So to understand one of the programs,
you have to understand, not so much understand all of the other 19, but see that it is in a
synergizing total whole in terms of understanding exactly what it is, because the context
of anyone of these programs can be very, very important.
H: Do you mix the dance and music? Do they play for each other?
M: They do.But remember it’s not like, you have to stop thinking of a single
degree program and you have to start thinking of a department, like a department of
music. There is not a department of music, It is not even a department of music and
dance. It is more like an embryonic, well what would the American experience call it?
Very often a college, or perhaps the word “faculty.” In other words if you look at Indiana
University it is probably made up of 6 colleges? Maybe? And each college is made up of
anything from 10 to 25 departments? The Irish World Academy is not a college and not
a department. It’s actually in between the two. It is quite unusual from a governance point
of view and it sticks out in that way. But because it is different, things happen here that
don’t happen in the other model. The other model, the university, is a large cardboard
box. When you open it up you find 4 or 6 or 7 maybe smaller cardboard boxes. You take
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them out, you open them up, and you find 20 smaller cardboard boxes. One of those is a
department of music. Now we are anti-department. We don’t believe in
departmentalization mainly because departmentalization happens in the context of the
fashion of a particular era or time. And then that changes and the university is stuck with
a departmentalization that speaks to about 150 years ago, but you are stuck with it now.
And then you get power politics and particularly new universities which are famous for
being piranha-pools. People are territorial; they are very intelligent, very often overworked, and under-paid. It’s a recipe for disaster. The university is a recipe for disaster.
So you have to fight against the default mechanism within the pedagogical reality of the
university, to make the university really work. That’s what we are about. We challenge
the university of which we are a part of in terms of being a subversive educational and
research agency within the university itself. So far it’s working. We have a lot of respect
from the central Presidents office who are beginning to realize or recognize... so in the
middle of all that, you have the classical string program and you have these classical
string performers like yourself walking around and as you’ve probably heard in the
building, there’s music happening everywhere. There’s a session happening over here.. so
it’s impossible to ignore. And there’s also an open invitation. One needn’t not necessarily
get credits for it or that would necessarily be curricular. Even though we have all those
things as well. You couldn’t expect students to do things and not get anything from it. We
recognize the organic nature of the interaction between students. So when you ask, do the
musicians play for the dancers, some of them do. But we don’t insist on it. But it would
be very unusual in a school of Irish traditional dancers and Irish traditional musicians if
they didn’t. What is more interesting for me is if one of the modern dancers decided he
wanted to construct a post-modern choreography around some solo uilleanne pipe
playing. And they knock on the pipers door and he or she says, “Well, I know nothing
about what you are doing, actually I kind of hate it to be honest with you, I find it really
boring. But if you want I’ll collaborate with you and we’ll see actually what comes out of
it.” Or indeed while it has happened that a contemporary dancer approaches a Sean-nós
singer, old style Irish language singer unaccompanied and very often highly ornamented,
etc. and puts the singer on the stage and then proceeds to construct a solo dance around
what is being sung. Those kind of things. So there is quite a lot of experimentation that is
happening, probably particularly in dance.
H: And that is possible here because...
M: Well, the way the structure is, we don’t have a department of dance and we
don’t have a department of music within the Irish World Academy. So every Wednesday
at 5 minutes past 12 for an hour and a half the faculty convenes for a fully minuted
meeting every week, and there is an 80-95% attendance record at these meetings which
again is very unusual. So there is a commitment to being there. Dancers and musicians
are at the table there together, the dance academics and the music academics because
there again, some people at the table are dance performers, some are dance academics,
some are dance performance scholars; they are both. And in fact the embodiment of both
is probably a signifier or a characteristic of the Irish World Academy. So even myself,
I’m an ethnomusicologist, my PhD is in study of an Irish traditional fiddler. But I don’t
play Irish traditional fiddle, but I do play and am a composer/performer as well. In fact
the composer performer side of me is more important to me than the traditional academic
side. But both of them are in me. And I look at my colleagues and the majority of them
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are like that. So we seem to have picked people in the team who both think and do. And
we would be against the segregation of thinking and doing. So that all the thinkers are
over here, all the performers are over here, all the musicologists are over here, which is
very typical of a north American University. In the case of a European University, all the
thinkers are in the University and all the doers are in a conservatory somewhere, they
aren’t even part of the university, even though they may even be validated by them, all of
that has changed over the past 2 -3 decades. And we’ve introduced PhD programs. We
don’t do DMA programs. We insist that if you had done your doctorate with us that you
would have a PhD, not a DMA. Now we have had to fight that because traditionally
within the university setting , particularly within America, there’s a reaction against
giving a PhD to a music performer on the basis that music performance is not really
knowledge or wisdom in the same way that language is. Now we dispute that, and we
would argue the current philosophical point that music is its own intelligence. And it
actually doesn’t need your dissertation to get your degree for the performance. But if you
want to do your dissertation, fine. We may even insist on a bit of a dissertation. These are
all things that are changing all the time globally at the moment and there’s a lot of change
in Britain and Ireland, to some degree in Europe, in what is often called “Arts Practice,”
So we have a PhD in Arts Practice. And it is a four year partially taught PhD, which of
course the American PhD is a taught course. The European one is not. And there has been
a reaction over the past 20 years too, the feeling that if the American PhD is particularly
tough and hard , that the European one is particularly lax. maybe there might be an
argument that there is too much teaching on the American side and not enough on this
side. So European academic, we’re not trained as well as American academics in terms of
teaching, in terms of the profession. You know its kind of understood in America that if
you go for that doctorate that you are going to try at least to work at higher education
level. That wouldn’t necessarily be true on this side. Well anyway.
H: You are someone who has composed in Irish and classical music...
M: Yes, my compositions would range from working with Irish traditional
material for orchestral musicians, working with Irish traditional musicians on their own
terms and the minute you do that literacy has gone out the window. So it is a bit like
working with a bunch of jazzers who don’t read music, or don’t read music very well, or
don’t feel they need to read music because they are improvising. So again I think this
may be very important, Heather, from your point of view of what is happening within
your own embodiment of Irish traditional music as it meets the somatic awareness of all
of that training in classical fiddling that you have done. Because it is all happening inside
you, It is also happening within your muscular memory, as well as the neuro-transmitters
in here. But it is as much I think, happening within your hands, viewing your hands as a
form of intelligence in themselves because we don’t play music with our head. We play it
with our hands and not just physically, I think. So there’s also a thing that has to do with
touch and there’s something that has to do with spatial intelligence. So, what is
connection between orality, the total listening; literacy, the funny little dots on the page;
tactility, touching your instrument; you don’t need to look at it to know where you are;
and ergonomics, shape. So, the transference of knowledge from that motif in Bb and then
you transfer it to F# Major. Don’t ask me to do it! But there is a connection in terms of
the spatial transfer that could be an awful lot more important than we realize. Now what
you were talking about and obviously I haven’t listened to you or anything like that and
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even if I did I may not hear it but it could still be there may be happening within you on
those various levels of intelligence. They could be happening simultaneously and there
could be an interactivity between the four I happened to mention, levels of intelligence in
the same way that when you open the bonnet of a car you have many parts of the engine,
but it is the interactivity between them that makes the car go. So you know there isn’t a
human spirit in the car, but it still goes mysteriously. There isn’t any one thing that is
making it go. So we can imagine how complex the brain is from that point of view.
Though I think even to think about those things and to respect them, and to realize that in
the kind of research project that you are engaged in, you are, and it is important to hold
on to this because there will be people who will try and distract you from it, you are your
own primary source. Now academics love to talk about primary sources and the farther
back they are the better. There’s a manuscript in Sorbonne somewhere from the 10th
century, you have to put on white gloves to get at it and you touch it and you look at it
and you hold it up to the light and you check all these things, and there is a wonderful
feeling about primary source. People forgetting that it is really someone like this who did
it a thousand years ago. And time has..., but there’s also something else and that is the
primary source of yourself, particularly your own body, as something that culture
imprints on, and to have that respect for what happens for you as a musician. Which
you’ve already spotted as far as I can see, Because you are saying that you are playing
traditional music and you noticed that you used that word “improved” and I think you
meant changed, changed in a better way. So obviously, how did that happen, why did that
happen? How do you know it happened? and where is it happening? All of those kinds of
things, you know?
H: That’s what I am exploring and I have come to some conclusions, and I feel
that this could be valuable for other classical musicians.
M: Of course it could, Very valuable!
H: And my goal is NYU because there they have a music program and..
M: Where?
H: New York University
M:NYU, Steiner?
H: yes
M: Steiner, yes, David Elliot is a great friend of us. David is a great, have you
talked with David?
H: No I want to.
M: David has been very important for this, he spent a year here in 1996. I only
came here in 1994 he spent the whole year in 1995-96 actually. He had just published
Music Matters as a philosophy of music education and he was huge and influential and is
incredibly knowledgeable in what is going on. He’s a regular visitor, he was here only 2
months ago, So we know him now for 20 years. So when you are talking to him, make
my personal connection, give him my best regards.
H: OK
M: He has just published with his wife, Merissa, the second edition of Music Matters.
Now David would be very good to talk to on exactly this subject. He’s a jazz trombonist
himself and one of the top 5 probably in music education in the world. And a very
entertaining...
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M: If you want to go straight on to email David, you can copy me and I can jump
in on the email.
Listen it sounds really interesting. I think you are correct that it could be helpful
to other classical players and a practical publication that would alert people. There is a
thing about early music, playing early music, and when you’re in that debate about note
inégale, I am very fascinated with orality and literacy in music because I would go on
stage with a small classical orchestra and I would bring 2 or 3 or a bunch of traditional
musicians on stage with me at the same time and either they wouldn’t read at all or if they
could read, they wouldn’t bother doing it because it is irrelevant to them. So I have a
bunch of bodies on the stage and everyone is going through their ears, but some of them
are also going through their eyes and I’m fascinated at creating opportunities for the two
esthetics to talk to one another and it usually goes wrong, because the esthetic is
different the sense of beat is different.
H: I wonder if classical musicians eliminated the music at least initially and I
wonder how it would change the music. Because I know I hear and listen and play music
differently that I have learned by ear than when I learn with music, And then add the
music at a later time.
M: The notation you mean. Typically that side of classical musicians are
encouraged to use the word “music” to mean the book, which is obviously ridiculous, so
you have got to challenge that. There is a book by Walter Ong called Orality and
Literacy and is still highly relevant. It is about language, not music, and what you will
find that everything he says about language you will be able to translate it to music.
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